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In Liberia, state economic development policies based on the resource extractive 
industry's short-term needs have produced too few job opportunities for young people.  The 
development policies have failed to grow the private sector to create jobs, recognize the 
importance of urbanization, or expand the informal economy's contribution to employment in 
urban areas. As a result, young people are obliged to use their creativity and digital connections 
to make a living outside of the normative models of work using an organic social process of 
bricolage. Bricolage is a type of entrepreneurship or a form of action which can occur in 
resource-scare environments and is centred on cocreation and the combining of socially 
embedded resources. This dissertation explores young people’s bricolage in the urban ecosystem 
of a post-conflict state, showing how they are tapping into global connections, and revealing the 
influence of global regimes on their work.  
The dissertation is an interdisciplinary study and uses a qualitative research methodology 
to examine young people’s work, focusing on their agency and access to appropriate support in 
post-conflict states' challenging circumstances. It explores two central questions through 
interviews with young people and authorities in Liberia and Sierra Leone:  How are young 
people leveraging global connections through and in their work lives? What skills and strategies 
are they developing and deploying in response to global connections? Both questions relate 
directly to the impact of global flows on youth agency, especially the expanding informal 
economies, the global marketplace, technological development, and global practices such as the 
liberal peacebuilding model. These global flows impact young people's working lives, shape 
their skills, and influence policy and development programming, which in turn affect their 





The dissertation offers an alternative to the prevailing views of the ‘youth problem’ in 
Liberia and Sierra Leone, where legions of underemployed young men are considered dangerous 
by policymakers. The central argument is that young people are bricoleurs creating their work, 
building their self-efficacy and assets, and enacting multidimensional agency. They are rarely 
idle. Self-employed workers are operating in workscapes at the intersection of the local and the 
global forces, demonstrating their twenty-first-century skills. Government policies and neoliberal 
development practices largely ignore these young people, and their inventive bricolage warrants 
more recognition.  
States’ inability to address young people’s priorities is embedded in the policy 
prescriptions of global neoliberal regimes and the liberal peacebuilding model; youth 
marginalization is a direct consequence. Rather than preparing young people for jobs that do not 
exist and enterprise development not yet imagined, as policy currently does, recognition and 
support for the existing working strategies of the self-employed would result in increased 















“I always get to where I am going by walking away from where I have been.” 
~ A. A. Milne 
 
The Balsillie Fellowship allowed Jandeh, Michael, and me to journey in a different place 
than where we had been. Putting aside my work for a few years to explore the realm of global 
social policy and its impact on the people and places we knew meant change for the three of us. 
Jandeh and Michael embraced the project. I am so grateful to them both; Michael for his 
enthusiasm for the project and Jandeh for accompanying me to the end, with all that entailed. It 
took courage, patience, empathy, and trust. Jandeh has all of these qualities - in spades. Thank 
you, Jandeh.  
I am fortunate to have many people to thank. Mike, who encouraged me to apply for the 
scholarship, and Will who explained what a structuralist school meant. My committee was 
terrific; Drs. Rianne Mahon, Reina Neufeldt, guided by Andrea Brown, represent the 
interdisciplinary nature of my work. They encouraged me, gave hours of their precious time, and 
shared their wisdom, for which I am grateful.  Many others have contributed. Ambrose, Ngolo, 
Oscar, Andrew, Patrick and Aunty Mary, Ann, Rebecca, Topher, Bill, Keith, Ibrahim, Ismael, 
Susan, Jango, Spes, Nancy and, Lydia are a few of the many who have inspired, motivated, and 
energized this dissertation and shaped my world view. My extended family, Maman, Bubs, 
Sharon, Heather, Ann, Lucinda and all of you who have called, enquired, not enquired, and 
encouraged, I thank you. A special mention to David, who kept the elephant in the room, the 






Table of Contents 
Abstract ................................................................................................................................. i 
Acknowledgments .............................................................................................................. iii 
List of Tables ...................................................................................................................... vi 
List of Figures ..................................................................................................................... vi 
Chapter One:  Introduction .................................................................................................. 1 
The Global Youth Unemployment Crisis ........................................................................ 3 
The Informal Economy: A Brief Note ............................................................................. 9 
Bricolage, Vital Conjunctures, 21st Century Skills, and Workscapes ........................... 15 
Overview ........................................................................................................................ 23 
Chapter Two:  Emerging African Episteme and Self-Employment .................................. 27 
Global Youth .................................................................................................................. 32 
African Youth ................................................................................................................ 40 
Youth in Conflict ........................................................................................................... 53 
Chapter Three:  Methodology............................................................................................ 61 
Qualitative Research ...................................................................................................... 61 
Guiding Principles ......................................................................................................... 62 
The Case Study Method ................................................................................................. 65 
Research Process ............................................................................................................ 69 
Summary ........................................................................................................................ 81 
Chapter Four:  Liberia, Sweet Land of Liberty:  The Case ............................................... 81 





Historical Antecedents of War in Liberia ...................................................................... 84 
The Post-Conflict Agenda and Supercharged Policy Formulation ................................ 90 
Liberian Youth, their Work Environment, and the Labour Market ............................. 100 
Post-Conflict Labour Market ....................................................................................... 107 
Ebola Virus Disease ..................................................................................................... 114 
Liberia: The Lone Star State in Recovery.................................................................... 115 
Chapter 5: Young Bricoleurs And Monrovia Workscapes .............................................. 118 
Young Men, Young Women and Globalized Spaces .................................................. 119 
Working Joblessness, Bricolage, and 21st Century Skills ........................................... 138 
‘Youthed Economies’ and Pathways to Work ............................................................. 149 
Experiencing Youth ..................................................................................................... 157 
Chapter 6:  Sierra Leone, Freetown Workscapes And Bricoleurs ................................... 162 
Comparing Sierra Leone and Liberia:  An Overview .................................................. 163 
Sierra Leone, its War, and a Youth Crisis ................................................................... 168 
Freetown Bricoleurs ..................................................................................................... 170 
Physical Resources ................................................................................................... 172 
Social Resources ...................................................................................................... 173 
21st Skills and Human Capital .................................................................................. 174 
Associational Life .................................................................................................... 177 
Chapter 7:  Preparing for the Future and the Practice of Work ....................................... 178 
Global Connections and Dissonance ........................................................................... 182 





Vital Conjunctures and Self-Employment ................................................................... 193 
Contribution of my Research ....................................................................................... 194 
Summary and Policy Implications ............................................................................... 200 
References ....................................................................................................................... 207 
Appendix 1:  Interviewing tools ...................................................................................... 233 
 
List of Tables 
Table 1:Sample Composition in Liberia (Lib) and Sierra Leone (SL) .............................. 70 
Table 2:Younger and Older Youth Categories .................................................................. 76 
Table 3:Liberia Private Sector Configuration ................................................................. 988 
Table 4:Liberian Economy in US$ by Sector Origin of Growth from 2017 to 2020 .... 1088 
Table 5:Age, Gender and Educational Experience of Liberian Youth Respondents ...... 123 
Table 6:TVET Program attended by Youth Respondents in Liberia .......................... 12424 
Table 7:Physical Resources at Hand for Bricolage of Liberian Respondents ............... 1266 
Table 8:Liberian Youth Respondents Reported Main Earner Activities ....................... 1288 
Table 9:Resources Deployed by Sierra Leonean Youth Respondents .......................... 1711 
List of Figures 
Figure 1: Economic Contribution of the Mobile Ecosystem in Sub-Saharan Africa ........ 13 
Figure 2: Type of Work in the Informal Sector by Gender  .......................................... 1099 
Figure 3: GDP Growth in Liberia  ................................................................................... 111 





 ....................................................................................................................................... 1422 
Figure 5: Motorcycle Taxi or Okada  Sector…………………………………………………152 
Figure 6: The Mobile Ecosystem …………………………………………………….…155 
Figure 7: Cyber Café Work ............................................................................................. 156 








Chapter One:  Introduction  
This thesis describes young people's work practice in a small slice of Liberia's and Sierra 
Leone’s urban informal economy. That small slice is defined by its global connections; digital 
technologies, the global marketplace, and global merchandise.1 My research explores two central 
questions: How are young Liberians leveraging global connections through and in their work 
lives? What skills and strategies are they developing and deploying in response to the expansion 
of global connections? Both questions relate directly to the opportunities and challenges they 
face in a post-conflict state's difficult economic circumstance. These opportunities and 
challenges impact young Liberians' working lives, shape their skills, and influence policy and 
development programming, affecting their productivity and engagement in the national 
economy. Two features were of particular interest for my research: the ’youthed’ nature of the 
economic space, which pointed to specific attributes, including skill sets, and secondly, the 
appropriation and reconfiguring of technologies for local uses - the Internet, computerization, 
telecommunications, digitalization, and the availability of merchandise through global trade. 
Youth unemployment and underemployment are critical issues on Liberia's and Sierra 
Leone’s development agenda and in much of sub-Saharan Africa for several reasons. First, youth 
populations in sub-Saharan Africa are expanding into the foreseeable future (Lam, 2006). The 
youth cohort's growth drives social policy imperatives to provide access to essential services, 
 
1
The urban informal economy has less visible and illicit global connections such as the drug trade, human 
trafficking, and smuggling created by global value chains, including transnational criminal networks capitalizing on 








such as education and health, and to harness young peoples' productivity for the country’s well-
being.  Second, from the perspective of national and global policymakers, high rates of youth 
unemployment and underemployment are linked to instability (Locke & Te Lintelo, 2012), and 
young men, in particular, are considered potentially "dangerous because of the transnational 
flows they represent" (Bolten, 2020, p. 11). In other words, national and global policy frames 
youth unemployment as a security threat. Third, in Liberia and Sierra Leone, after more than a 
decade of a brutal war, young people were promised a peace dividend, one they envisioned in the 
form of jobs and gainful work (Batmanglich & Enria, 2014). Instead, they are forced to ‘make 
do’ with what they can cobble together – resorting, as I argue, to a form of bricolage, combining 
and cocreating social resources in which they rely on, what I call, twenty-first-century skills.  
It is important first to set these cases in relation to the wider issue of the global youth 
unemployment crisis. This is followed by a brief note on the informal economy, which plays 
such a critical part in African economies and a short summary of recent developments in 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in sub Saharan Africa. This sets the stage for 
an introduction to two key concepts, bricolage and twenty-first-century skills. These and two 
other key concepts – workscapes and vital conjunctures – will be described in the third section. 
The final section provides an overview of the argument as it is developed in subsequent chapters.   
My findings demonstrate how young people adopt strategies of flexibility and an 
accumulation of opportunities or wealth in prospects in their work practice. Their work is shaped 
by the interaction of social, policy, and material realities, which creates an ecosystem that draws 
on commodities of knowledge, ideas, information, social networks, and youth mobility. These 
commodities are resources integrated into young people's entrepreneurship. The findings detail 




consider themselves well-endowed with skills for their work and what I refer to as 21st-century 
skills. However, because they did not learn these skills at school, they are not regarded as skills 
by themselves, their society, or government policy. Finally, the findings point to how an 
extended period of vital conjunctures of entering the labour market normalizes uncertainty, 
negatively impacting their ability to plan for the future and resulting in an experience of 
disjointed and prolonged youthhood contributing to youth's experience of dissonance.    
The Global Youth Unemployment Crisis 
In 2011, the International Labour Organization (ILO) declared youth unemployment a 
global crisis, with youth three times more likely than adults to be unemployed. This framed the 
issue of youth and work in transnational politics and policy logic, placing it squarely in the realm 
of global social policy (ILO, 2011). In the global policy arena, International Organizations (IOs) 
like the ILO and the World Bank have come over time, in their different ways, to recognize the 
importance of changes in the labour market due to the expansion of informal economies and 
decreasing traditional employment. The shift of the balance between labour and capital caused 
by the changing global economy has spurred informalization, and new economies have emerged.  
This shift has resulted in, amongst other effects, more attention to the role of entrepreneurship as 
a job creation modality to allow youth into the labour market and research into conditions needed 
to support an enabling environment for entrepreneurs (Levie & Autio, 2008). It has also spurred 
research into increasing informalization and expanding informality, the limitations of the market, 
the increasing vulnerability of informal actors (Meagher, 1995, 2010, 2016), and a need for 
social policy renewal (Deacon, 2007; Fergusson & Yeates, 2014).   
The labelling of youth unemployment as a global crisis has profoundly affected youth 




to the economy. It has motivated research on economic growth and labour market dynamics, 
jobs, young people, their transition into work, their education, and their training in and for the 
global economy. Sukarieh and Tannock (2015b) argue that there has been a "global turn to 
youth" (p. 14), resulting in many more programs targeting young people. These debates 
broadened the notion of work as a social, cultural, political, and economic construction and have 
brought to the fore controversies on the shifting position of youth to the labour market, global 
capitalism changes, and the impact of neoliberalism.  
Application of the crisis label to the so-called global youth employment phenomenon has 
had multiple effects, spurring a youth-centred research agenda, which has shifted the agenda 
away from a preoccupation with young people's "transitions" toward personal economic 
independence. The shift has brought a focus to youth discourses framing relationships of young 
people within the informal economy (Meagher, 2016, 2018; Munive, 2010); with the state (Wale 
et al., 2009), and with IOs in a wide range of policy sectors (Batmanglich & Enria, 2014; 
Sukarieh & Tannock, 2016, Fergusson & Yeates, 2014).  
A second effect of labelling the situation as a youth unemployment crisis is that youth are 
being talked about more frequently in political and social discourses. These discussions have 
spurred many cohort studies on youth undertaken, inter alia, by the ILO and the World Bank, 
including School to Work Transition (STWT) reports and World Development Reports. These 
two IOs have been at the centre of the youth unemployment discussion, significantly impacting 
the framing of labour policies. They are influential in creating policy discourses for economic 
and social development that come to be embedded in national policy processes (Sukarieh & 
Tannock, 2016). The ILO, the World Bank, and their associated epistemic communities have 




Ferguson, 2006). Ferguson and Yeates (2014) report a struggle between them around the 
normative and ideational content of global social policy, leading to a lack of clarity on youth 
unemployment issues that have "significantly impacted ...the politics of policy formation" ( p. 3).  
The ILO's contribution to the global policy discourse on employment and unemployment 
is grounded in the United Nation's (UN) rights-based mandate, whereas the World Bank's 
unemployment discourses draw on human capital theory. The ILO has the mandate to promote 
decent work for all workers and has, according to Fergusson and Yeates (2014), "the longest-
standing, most in-depth and committed engagement with youth unemployment, and its adverse 
societal effects" (p. 8).  The World Bank Development Reports such as Development and the 
Next Generation (2007), Jobs (2013), and The Changing Nature of Work (2019) have 
contributed to youth unemployment policy discourses and brought attention to labour market 
policies, the decline of formal economy work and the limitations of economic analytics and 
conventional indicators. 
Other IOs followed the World Bank, and the ILO as the issues around youth 
unemployment became more complex. In the context of peacebuilding, United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United Nations Development Program (UNDP), UN Women, and 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) play prominent roles in research and development 
practice on conflict-affected youth, including child soldiers (Boyden, 2007; Brownell, 2014), ex-
combatants (Menzel, 2011; Munive, 2017; Utas, 2003) and sexual and reproductive health issues 
in times of increased gender-based violence (Aril, 2017; Kemper, 2015; Kodila-Tedika, 2017; 
Koroma, 2014). The resulting discourses backed by large N cohort studies have contributed to 
constructing a 'global youth' concept, which points to "complex forms of hybrid culture and 




lifestyles, performance, and sociopolitical practices of contemporary youth in relation to the 
state, is useful for global bureaucracies (Kahn & Kellner, 2004; Sukarieh & Tannock, 2015b, 
2018).   
Another element spurred by the global youth unemployment crisis is the apparent 
convergence of young people’s experience as an impact of globalization. A popular response 
proposes entrepreneurship as the solution to expanding youth unemployment. As formal sectors 
contract globally, and jobs become rarer, to enter the labour market, young people become job 
creators or work creators as entrepreneurs. In other words, entrepreneurialism is the neoliberal 
solution to youth unemployment, and this prescription has become strongly associated with the 
concept of global youth. The moniker, "Generation Entrepreneur," posits an 'entrepreneurial 
pipeline' of potential entrepreneurs globally (Kew et al., 2013). However, self-employment and 
entrepreneurship are not the same things in Liberia and Sierra Leone's post-conflict policy logic. 
As I argue, the concept of bricolage better captures the kind of workscapes urban youth 
encounter.  
Finally, the so-called global youth unemployment crisis drives a contemporary research 
agenda around the nature and future of work. In advanced economies, government, 
policymakers, and the private sector are concerned about shifts in the economy and labour 
markets and how the mixture of available occupations will evolve. The questions driving that 
research agenda are: 1) What is the impact of automation on work, and what types of work will 
disappear? 2) What are the changing models and structures of work? 3) What impact will this 
have on wage-driven incomes? 4) How will the workplace change (Manyika et al., 2017)?  
Developing economies, specifically those in sub-Saharan Africa, have different priorities, 




foreseeable future (Lam, 2006). In sub-Saharan Africa, where youth underemployment and 
informal labour predominate, national economies develop differently from conventional 
economic development models. The large service sector is the expanding part of the economy, 
while the small manufacturing sector is the stagnant part. The conventional wisdom regarding 
the transformation of African economies is to increase domestic input into consumer products 
(i.e., manufacturing) and shift the economy from agriculture to manufacturing to services.  
However, the formal sector is atrophying while informalization expands. The structural issues 
that generate this kind of economy suggest the need for a specific set of priorities and approaches 
(AfDB, 2016). Besides the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and the metrics of Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI), the main concerns of African policymakers are with the increasing 
number of young people ready for work, the failure of the labour market to absorb workers and 
to develop skills in the education system to prepare young people for work (Batmanglich & 
Enria, 2014; Sommers, 2007, 2015). The plethora of youth policy initiatives and youth 
employment development programming in sub-Saharan Africa reflects these concerns.   
  A growing body of research highlights how neoliberal youth policy agendas and their 
associated programs have largely failed to deliver on expectations or promises (Cubbit, 2012; 
Gough et al., 2013; Gyimah-Brempong & Kimenyi, 2013; ILO, 2015; Ismail et al., 2009; Izzi, 
2013; Sommers, 2007; Van Gyampo & Obeng-Odoom, 2013). Several reasons are forwarded for 
this failure. Firstly, they are divorced from a nuanced understanding of the diverse realities and 
aspirations of young West Africans, a situation exacerbated by the scarcity of relevant data on 
youth in the region. Secondly, they are driven by naïve assumptions regarding connections 
between the youth bulge, unemployment, and insecurity, resulting in programs of generally short 




young people instrumentally as a collective "problem" to be managed or solved, without giving 
sufficient attention to how social, economic, and security dynamics impact their lives at regional, 
national, and global levels (Cubitt, 2012; Darkwah, 2013; Izzi, 2013; Sommers, 2007, 2015 ). 
This dissertation contextualizes the informal urban economy in relation to bricolage 
opportunities as an ecosystem shaped by global and local forces and flows energized by young 
people. It provides an alternative framework for analysis locating young people in relation to 
global connections and transnational flows, socially-embedded resources, and their skills.  It 
broadens the labour market platform beyond socioeconomic definitions to comprise temporal, 
geographic, and virtual dimensions and locates young people and their work in a space where 
social realities, policy frameworks, and materiality interact. It examines the skills they bring to 
the ecosystem to make something from seemingly nothing with young people at the centre.  The 
research aims to provide some insights to strengthen skill development programming for young 
people.  
The global anxieties about work highlight similarities and differences between developed 
and developing countries. The shifting nature of work in the economies of the so-called 
developed world – the gig economy, the sharing economy, the creative economy, the knowledge 
economy - share some features with sub-Saharan Africa informal economies. Most prominent is 
the precarious nature of the work, lack of social protection or a safety net, and the resulting 
vulnerabilities. Governments and global bureaucrats have recognized the increasing rarity of the 
'proper job,' meaning waged or salaried employment in the formal economy, which has provided 
the basis for a stable livelihood and developments in some places and for some people. For many 
young Africans, the proper job was only ever a social ideal, with development promising 




to a very small number of people, but the universality of the idea of education as the route to jobs 
has implications "for issues of identity, gender, and family, national membership" and 
participation (Ferguson & Li, 2018, p. 1). However, as Ferguson and Li (2018) argue, this norm 
is "losing its plausibility as a universal solution, as the obvious telos of a worldwide development 
process" (Ferguson & Li, 2018, p. 2).  
In this dissertation, which examines young people's work in the informal urban 
economies' globalized space, I highlight some of the structural issues framing youth self-
employment and examine ‘youthed’ economies in urban ecosystems to capture how young 
people are creating their work. I engage with the debates located in the emerging youth-centred 
literature, particularly the relationship of African youth to global regimes, informal economies, 
and the state.  I draw attention to the concept of global youth and its impact on African youth 
studies, the increase in scholarly and policy interest in African youth, and the effect of post-
conflict ideologies on African youth and their creation of work. With this research, I contribute 
to the growing Africanist youth episteme to identify ways to recognize and support young 
people's creative responses to work. To do so, I have turned to four key concepts – bricolage, 
workscapes, 21st-century skills, and vital conjunctures. These will be developed following a brief 
note on the informal economy and a short summary on ICT development. 
The Informal Economy: A Brief Note 
Since Hart articulated the concept of the informal economy in 1973, it has emerged as a 
complex phenomenon whose existence is considered “a fundamental characteristic of 
underdevelopment" (Bachetta et al., 2009; Loayza, 2016, p. 3). Once theorized as a marginal and 
transitory phenomenon, a locale for street vendors and market traders with low incomes and poor 




recognized, and the persistence of the informal economy has shifted the debate.  Its 
contemporary reconfiguration suggests it provides wider local development pathways (Isar, 
2013). Often presented as survivalist activities, motivations for entry into the informal economy 
are complex (Langevang et al., 2012).  Sallah (2016) argues that contemporary economic 
thinking focuses on productivity and growth, so the dominant cognitive framework still relegates 
the informal economy to the fringes of economic discussions, "even where discussions of it are 
held, they are often of a performative nature" (p. 1063).  However, too little is known about 
young people's relationship to the informal economy in the urban economic ecosystems.   
The leading schools of thought on the informal economy are well-known. Chen (2012) 
has detailed the four main schools of legalists, dualists, voluntarists, and structuralists, each of 
which are linked to causal theories, views, focus, the crucial researchers, and policy implications 
(Chen, 2012).  A more recent development in thinking about the informal economy called the 
inclusionist approach aligns with my conceptualization of the urban informal economy as a 
'youthed' ecosystem. The inclusionist approach is designed to incorporate an environmental 
agenda into the informal economy and offers "an epistemology that engages with informality as 
a dominant mode of urban development" (Brown & McGranahan, 2016, p. 101). This post-
colonial framework releases the informal economy from being defined by comparison or 
linkages with the formal economy. It provides a perspective that can recognize the informal 
economy's features, institutions, and regimes independent of, and linked to, the formal economy. 
It focuses on organized citizens and grassroots collectives and highlights their political agency. 
According to Brown and McGranahan (2016), their approach is a pro-poor approach that views 
people's engagement along a continuum of inclusion and exclusion.  It refers more to the 




corresponds with the working joblessness that Liberian and Sierra Leonean youth experience. It 
is an approach that supports the negotiation of more forms of inclusion advantageous to the 
public in general, to the poorest groups, and the state's socio-economic development. This 
approach intends to lead to " greater acceptance by and support from officialdom, but not 
necessarily to formalization" of the informal economy (p. 103).  
My perspective on the informal economy aligns with the inclusionist approach as it makes 
young people's work in urban economic ecosystems visible, giving it value and form. Most 
young people want to be included in national economies and feel their economic activity is 
important to their citizenship. The Afrobarometer statistics show that young people are more 
politically aware and vote more than ever before. Being included as citizens is essential for 
young people in post-conflict states where they are considered dangerous due to their perceived 
vulnerability to transnational flows (Bolten, 2020). The inclusionist approach recognizes 
organization and collectivity forms where young people are engaged, such as the Bike Riders 
Association or Market Traders Associations. It suggests that the expanding informal economy 
results from anti-poor policies and regulations and governance systems that exclude informal 
producers and workers. Global trends and transnational flows such as the widespread uptake of 
social media, expanding urbanization, and the mobile ecosystem's growth offer opportunities for 
work for young people. The informal urban ecosystem offers service opportunities such as 
delivering potable water, transport through non-roadways, mobile phone servicing, and 
marketing that may not be relevant in the rural informal economy. Furthermore, the informal 
economy is booming (African Economic Outlook, 2016). The informal economy is no longer the 




The perception of the youth cohort is as an increasingly complex demographic group, 
particularly in post-conflict Liberia and Sierra Leone, where the changing nature of work and 
lack of state supports have resulted in a struggle to attain economic independence as adults 
(Honwana, 2014). Too little is known about labour markets in post-conflict states, and there has 
not been much interest expressed in this area from governments or development actors (Cramer, 
2015). With youth as a social construct firmly fixed on the development agenda, there is an 
opportunity to increase social protection for young people and to assist them to become 
productive and gainfully employed citizens. Policymakers wrestle with understanding the 
complexity of these dynamic, inter-related, and multidimensional issues in their efforts to end 
extreme poverty and promote shared prosperity in fragile and conflict-affected situations.  
The proliferation of ICTs particularly digital technologies is changing the labour market 
and the informal economy. The mobile industry contributes to the informal economy in terms of 
productivity and efficiency gains as well as jobs.  GSMA reported that “9% of GDP in Sub-
Saharan Africa in 2019 – a contribution that amounted to more than $155 billion of economic 
value-added” (p.37). Almost 70% of the jobs that the mobile industry creates are in the informal 
economy (p. 27), mainly in distribution and retail. It is estimated that by 2025, 50% of the 
population in sub-Saharan Africa will be connected. The vitality of the mobile industry in the 
informal economy will increase over time as its economic contribution increases, as illustrated in 
Figure 1.   
Mobiles are the most ubiquitous modern technology, and more people have access to 
mobile phones that to bank accounts, electricity, or even clean water (World Bank, 2012, p. 23). 
Mobile phones and mobile communications offer major opportunities to advance human 




making cash payments, receiving money or stimulating citizen involvement in the democratic 
process. Many mobile innovations such as multi-SIM card phones, and mobile payments have 
originated in developing countries (Asamoah et al., 2020). 
Figure 1:   
Economic Contribution of Mobile Ecosystem in Sub-Saharan Africa ($ billion) 
 
Note Sourced from GSMA’s 2020 report The Mobile Economy in Sub-Saharan Africa  
 
Popular perception is that the rise of the internet is at the core of the global information 
revolution, but across sub-Sahara Africa, the mobile phone has revolutionised communication 
and spurred economic development.  The staggering spread of mobile telephony across sub- 
Saharan Africa since the late 1990s, has changed the labour market by providing a platform for 
service provision (Aker & Mbiti, 2010).  New technologies have displaced older and alternative 
ways of doing things.  Information access and information flows enabled by adaptations of 
telecommunication technology have reduced information asymmetries and created efficiencies in 





The story is not just about the phone itself but how the phone is used, and the content and 
applications to which mobile phones provide access. Devices are becoming more powerful and 
cheaper. The development of inexpensive smartphones and the spread of mobile broadband 
networks are transforming the range of possible applications.  The mobile phone is also the key 
to unleashing the power of the internet for the developing world (Aker & Mbiti, 2010). 
The informal economy's differentiation around the digital, mobile, and creative 
economies and growth of the service sector, particularly in urban areas, are creative opportunities 
for livelihoods with mobile phones, cyberspace, computers, and mobilities. Global 
communication tools and ICTs and open markets bring sellers and buyers closer together. 
Barriers to entry are low, and access to information has increased dramatically, translating into 
revenue streams. The mobile industry provides consumer services to customers, including 
training in mobile internet skills (GSMA, 2020, p.31).  Mobile phones are essential tools in 
countries with little communication infrastructure; this technology allows people to leapfrog over 
a bricks-and-mortar recovery process by offering, among other benefits, immediate connections 
(Best et al., 2010).   
In countries like Liberia and Sierra Leone, the state exerts top-down pressure in favour of 
formalized labour, and development agendas are deeply influenced, if not driven, by IOs and 
Overseas Development Assistance (ODA).  Expanding economic informality has 
multidimensional consequences. In this milieu, young people's experience and skillsets are not 




than alleviated employment problems.2 While urban economic ecosystems developing around 
services for an increasing number of urban citizens provide multiple opportunities for bricolage, 
municipal governments that govern these spaces and ecosystems are ill-prepared to act.  
Bricolage, Vital Conjunctures, 21st Century Skills, and Workscapes 
Young urban lives in Sierra Leone and Liberia are complex, marked by widespread and 
generational poverty, a decade of war, and the post-conflict policy regime. They take place in an 
economic and political space that is vulnerable to global forces, increasingly informalized, and is 
shaped by social expectations and norms that the liberal peacebuilding process has embedded. In 
describing young people's work practice, I aimed to use concepts that align with the realities of 
young people's lives in urban economic ecosystems. Thus, I rely on four concepts to make sense 
of the reality of young people's self-employment. These concepts originate from several 
disciplinary perspectives, and each has its own deep historical and scholarly pedigree. The 
concepts of bricolage, vital conjunctures, 21st-century skills, and workscapes provide 
perspectives that together give form and shape to the dynamism, value, institutions, and practices 
of the contemporary youth experience in Liberia and Sierra Leone.   
Levi-Strauss (1966) initially conceived of bricolage (as quoted from Klerk, 2015, p. 829) 
to distinguish between the actions of an engineer making a table and the actions of a handyman 
 
2 Artisanal gold mining Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining (ASM) is a sector where revising policy has excluded 
many young people.  This sector provides direct employment for more than 3 million people in sub-Sahara Africa 
and has been part of rural family livelihoods for centuries. This activity is mostly unlicensed, and informal 
agreements with landowners are negotiated through kinship networks. Young people engage in ASM because it 
provides a cash income, supplements the declining productivity of small-holder agricultural plots, is not affected by 
seasonality, has low start-up costs, absorbs a lot of labour, and is among few alternative rural livelihood options 
available. Policy efforts have attempted to eliminate ASM and formalize this work to create space for business 
enterprises and foreign direct investment. Formalization is more concerned with legislative frameworks than the 
impact on miners and their livelihoods, causing ASM workers to move to more marginal areas (Maconachie and 





making a table. Bricolage began as a metaphor to theorize cultural change at a macro-
sociological level. It took a micro-sociological turn and focused on" what individuals do (author 
italics) in relation to cultural practices and lifestyles" (Altglas, 2014, p. 477). It is discussed in 
management and organizational literature as a theory of entrepreneurship, drawing from the logic 
of how inventors use material and process to create something new in a resource-scarce 
environment (Baker & Nelson, 2005). Bricolage is directly relevant to the work practice of self-
employed youth who are using whatever is at hand as resources, particularly social capital.  
Bricoleurs, or those who practice bricolage, operate in uncertain environments, and their work 
practice does not rely on pre-designed organizational forms or linear processes. Instead, it relies 
on an action-oriented creative coupling or combining of resources. In an entrepreneurial context 
such as that afforded by self-employment, bricolage is best understood as a type of encounter 
uncovering opportunities, and creative processes to combine material resources, imaginaries, and 
social resources to add value (Baker & Nelson, 2005). Bricolage is a scheme of action that 
advocates direct engagement with problems or opportunities and highlights creative capacities in 
a hands-on approach (Domenico et al., 2010).   
In this dissertation, the bricolage concept helps to provide insights into young people's 
creation of work. Firstly, it gives form to the work of self-employed young Liberians and Sierra 
Leoneans as they generate something from nothing and make do "by applying combinations of 
the resources at hand to new problems and opportunities" (Baker & Nelson, 2005, p. 333). It 
illuminates how young people behave and perform around their work, highlighting the skills they 
are exercising. Secondly, it makes visible the nature and significance of resources they draw on 
to create work. Thirdly, the concept highlights the nature of the space where young people are 




material, political, global, and virtual refract, forming a platform or ecosystem for young people's 
self-employment. 
The concept of' vital conjunctures,' developed by Jennifer Johnson-Hanks (2002), an 
ethnographer studying young women's decisions around pregnancy in Cameroon, makes visible 
the impact of uncertainty and instability on young people's lives. Rather than the linear and 
unidirectional school to work transition concept underpinning youth studies, vital conjunctures 
provides an alternative framing of the life stages approach and examines how young people's 
decision-making is affected by growing uncertainty and the risk they bear. Johnson-Hanks 
(2015) argues that "persistent temporariness" is the contemporary norm for young people due to 
the confluence of extended periods of uncertainty and instability in their lives. The 
impermanence has given rise to a strategy of flexibility with which many young people 
habitually operate. Entering the labour market has become an extended period of instability or 
vital conjunctures for young people, and the basis of their actions and decisions are their 
potential social futures (p. 9). Thus, vital conjunctures captures the dynamic of an imagined 
future, impacting intentional action, and shaped by vital events in young people's lives. It points 
to a holistic and dynamic approach to interpret young lives, recognizing events that can 
transform lives, existing capacities deployed to absorb shocks, and young people's ability to 
adapt to change (Johnson-Hanks, 2002, 2015). Vital conjunctures counters the homogenizing 
tendencies of policy and programming based on linear concepts of work to school transition of 
and for this youth cohort.   
In this dissertation, the concept of vital conjunctures points to how young people 
normalize uncertainty and instability as they establish a regular work practice. It highlights the 




conjunctures, actions are not all intentional or rational. Action can result from an encounter or 
"grasping at whatever is available in the present" (Johnson-Hanks, 2005, p. 366),  mirroring 
bricolage in the direct-action, problem-solving approach, and use of whatever is at hand. Like 
bricolage, in this framework, encounters matter. Vital conjunctures offer an analytical lens more 
aligned to the realities of young Liberians' lives where events such as the death of a parent or 
supporter, unplanned pregnancy or marriage often can change the course of a young person's life, 
where school-going is often periodic and irregular or completely absent, and where work begins 
at an early age. It is consistent with the instability and uncertainty of the urban ecosystem where 
young Liberians are making work and account for the long and challenging process of creating 
enough work to make a living. It also refracts the formative experience of young Liberian lives 
in the instability of a decade of war (Johnson-Hanks, 2002, 2005, 2015).   
With regard to 21st-century skills, Furlong et al. (2011) argue that critical contemporary 
skills for young people are "an ability to navigate uncertainty and drive, resourcefulness and life-
management skills" (p. 363). Typically, skills are measured using education-based benchmarks 
(McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005). In policy formulation, skill commonly refers to the economic 
perspective of human capital theory, which argues that the productive value of skills is inherent 
in human labour's ability to produce economic value. Of rising importance in the discussion of 
education and skill competencies is the contemporary phenomenon of 21st-century skills. The 




Education3 (GPE), which is embedding these skills in the national system of partner developing 
countries. This definition adapted from Binkley et al. (2015) came from a landscape review of 
the use of 21st-century skills in Global Partnership in Education, 2020: 
Twenty-first-century skills are abilities and attributes that can be taught or learned to 
enhance thinking, learning, working, and living in the world. The skills include creativity 
and innovation, critical thinking/problem solving/decision making, learning to 
learn/metacognition, communication, collaboration (teamwork), information literacy, ICT 
literacy, citizenship (local and global), life and career skills, and personal and social 
responsibility (including cultural awareness and competence) (p.3).  
Twenty-first-century skills are not new skills. What is new is the greater attention that 
employers’ and educators' (mainly in the Global North) are giving them. In the literature, twenty-
first-century skills are usually contingent on reading, writing, and arithmetic (Voogt & Pareja 
Roblin, 2010) and related to highly-skilled workers faced with increasingly complex and 
interactive tasks in the knowledge economy (van Laar et al., 2017).  
Dominant policy paradigms portray 'youth' as being in a training or skills deficit mode, 
with limited ability to participate more fully in the economy (Rebosio et al., 2013). However, in 
countries like Sierra Leone and Liberia, young people emerging from war have learned resilience 
and survival skills. Experiential learning and their bricolage's testimonies in the informal urban 
economy demonstrate young people's uptake and adoption of 21st-century skills, knowledge, 
 
3 GPE is the largest global fund solely dedicated to transforming education in lower-income countries, and a unique, 
multi-stakeholder partnership. They work to deliver quality education so that every girl and boy can have hope, 
opportunity, and agency. GPE works with close to 70 lower-income countries to build more robust, more effective 






approaches, and attitudes that underpin some of their successes and support their life trajectories. 
Young Liberians, as a cohort, lack formal education; yet some of them consider themselves 
skilled for the expanding informal economies. Success in their bricolage, they say, is a testament 
to the skills they are using and the competencies they have acquired. These skills and 
competencies look like 21st-century skills, including collaboration, communication, creativity, 
and critical thinking. Although young people do not name them as such, they recognize and 
appreciate them. They have acquired these skills in diverse ways, through some school-going but 
even more importantly through self-teaching (at times with online assistance), from their lived 
experience, technical and vocational training, or skill development programs, and family and 
peers. 
Following Apparadui's (1996) theorization of transnational cultural flows through five 
'scapes’ and inspired by Maira and Soep's (2005) concept of youthscapes, I use a concept I call 
"workscapes" to provide insights into the ecosystem where young people achieve their work. 
Workscapes account for the evolving spatial, material, and social factors central to work in the 
informal urban ecosystem of Liberia and Sierra Leone. Workscapes is where work occurs at the 
intersection of imagined, virtual, and material flows. Young people's workscapes often have an 
institutional manifestation, created by the interaction of young people, their work-related 
practices, technology, environment or locale, artefacts, ideology, and social norms. The concept 
of workscapes captures the interconnected nature of the space where young people find work and 
the impact of transnational flows on that space. Normative metrics such as the status of 
employment indicators used by ILO may not recognize the value in workscapes.   
The concept of workscapes expands the conceptual platform upon which young people's 




dynamic impact of global and local flows. It is broader than the notion of a job understood in 
relation to a normative binary of employed/unemployed, skilled/unskilled, formal/informal, or 
legal/illegal.  It moves beyond the market-oriented transactional logic of much of the 
entrepreneurship theory framed in an enterprise model. A workscape is the space for enacting 
policy and programs on youth employment and transnational flows and youth agency interact. 
Workscape goes beyond the normative understanding of work in the informal economy as 
necessity or survival and a socioeconomic crisis, as livelihood or as subsistence or 
entrepreneurialism. Embedded in the ecosystem of urban economic activities where some youth 
innovate, the concept of workscapes makes visible the skills and domain knowledge young 
people bring to their work. It can illuminate local and global opportunity structures and is not 
ideologically bounded. It points to the totality of the various dimensions which work draws on: 
the geographical, the social, political, and economic and how they interact.  To be effective, 
policy and programs for youth unemployment must be conceived with the reality of young 
people's work and not in some imaginary ideologically bound or aspirational space (Sukarieh & 
Tannock, 2008).  
Young people's imagined futures comprise aspirations for modern life, such as owning a 
mobile phone, acquiring digital skills, and becoming educated. Modern life includes ideally a 
'proper job' of salaried or wage labour and the social and economic stability anchored by a job 
that also underpins belonging (Ferguson & Li, 2018). Global connections and being digital 
citizens are vital elements of their futures. Deplorable economic and social conditions, misguided 
policies, and changes in society's way shape the youth's subjective experience. Transnational 
flows, such as being targeted as beneficiaries of development, the demand for qualifications, and 




rules, norms, practices, and boundaries are shifting, and technologies are transforming their 
aspirations. These changes offer opportunities for more conscious decisions and making of 
policy considering the factors and drivers shaping the life trajectories and stages of young 
people, of which work is an important consideration.  
Each of these four concepts has its own historical and scholarly pedigree, which I have 
attempted to describe briefly. Individually and together, they illuminate youth's instability and 
dynamism as a social category and the critical feature of the urban ecosystem's social 
construction where they make work in a resource-scarce environment. They capture the dynamic 
value addition of their entrepreneurship and the possibilities of creative couplings. Bricolage is 
dynamic because it can respond to whatever resources are at hand (Baker & Nelson, 2005). Vital 
conjunctures accounts for the long periods of uncertainty in establishing a regular work practice 
and reflects young people's decision-making processes in relation to and are contingent on how 
family, social, and work-life evolve (Johnson-Hanks, 2005). Twenty-first-century skills points to 
forms of knowledge, skills, work habits, and character traits required to navigate the global 
economy in the new millennium, which is different from the skills taught in school. 
Communication, critical thinking, collaboration, and creativity are not new skills. Learning 21st-
century skills is thought to be mainly out of school (Voogt & Pareja Roblin, 2010). Young 
people who have successfully navigated war have acquired survival skills. Workscapes as the 
platform where self-employed young people create their work gives form to the informal urban 
ecosystem and makes visible the transnational or global flows impacting young people's agency. 
It is a space that expands and identifies the dimensions of the platform of work and is bound up 





This study examines how young people who are leveraging globalized space in informal 
economies deploy their capacities and skills to create work. By illuminating their workscapes, it 
highlights their active agency creating opportunities with their bricolage. The dissertation 
demonstrates the opportunity-seeking behaviour and skill competencies of young people in a 
small slice of the ‘youthed’ urban economy in Liberia and Sierra Leone.  Urban Monrovia and 
Freetown provide an opportunity for qualitative research in a specific sector – youth self-
employment, as similar international forces have shaped the two national governments' policy 
agendas and discourses, and youth employment is a key issue on their development agendas. 
Viewed within the context of globalization and resource-rich post-conflict capitalist economies, 
data from the two countries provide an understanding of how young people in similar working 
joblessness conditions are creating bricolage strategies. The comparative approach taken here 
illuminates the idiosyncrasies of policy environments and provides insights into the complex 
ways social policies can impact young people and the workscapes they create at the intersection 
of urban economies and global connections.   
In Sierra Leone and Liberia, similar global trends impact the state and its peoples – 
digitalization, globalization, environmental degradation, increasing inequality, and shifts in the 
demography, including the youth cohort's expansion.  The liberal peacebuilding model policies 
prescribed by IOs has had an inordinate impact on these two post-conflict countries, shaping the 
national response that encourages young people's agency, as have the global economic policies 
prescribed by international finance institutions. Although Sierra Leone and Liberia have different 




underpinned by a narrative of youth crises and a political economy of war and offer similar youth 
workscapes.   
The seven chapters in this dissertation are centred on young people’s experience of work 
and how their status of self-employment is, in fact, bricolage, where the co-creation and 
combining of social resources creates work from seemingly nothing. They emphasize that 
bricolage is a skilled process and argues that young people are using 21st-century-skills to enact 
their bricolage in relation to global connections and that their efforts and skills are inadequately 
recognized by governments, development actors, and IOs.  
Chapter two provides a framework and theoretical grounding for my research project's 
ideas and concepts by reviewing the scholarly debates that provide the contours for this 
interdisciplinary study about African youth. It draws together parallel discourses about African 
youth that rarely speak to one another.  Picking up on and developing some of the points made 
above in the section on youth unemployment, it examines these discourses in three sections, 
global youth, African youth, and youth in conflict, illustrating how youth as a social category is a 
phenomenon of globalization and how their identity group is exploited by ideologies rendering 
emerging youth discourses mostly as discursive or performative terrains. Young people, 
particularly those who are conflict-affected, have experience managing business as life and are 
familiar with neoliberalism's innovation and risk elements. Navigating between two often 
unconnected worlds, which are circumscribed by hegemonic global regimes and by their 
everyday realities, creates dissonance in young people's lives.  
 Chapter three outlines the methodology, providing details of fieldwork conducted in 
Monrovia and Freetown, This research, included gathering young people’s narratives of their 




experiences of 57 young Liberians making a living in a small slice of the informal economy.  As 
well, the thoughts and opinions of authorities involved in youth unemployment spaces were 
collected, including those involved in developing national policies around youth and labour and 
others in skill development training programs. In-person interviews with employers who engage 
young people gathered their experience with this cohort. A detailed description of the fieldwork 
in Monrovia, Liberia, focused on young people's work practices in those globalized spaces, 
which involved using telecommunications, Internet, digital equipment, and other tools in the 
mobile, creative, digital, and service economy points to the ‘youthed’ nature of these economic 
spaces. Several interviews with authorities, employers, and young people were conducted in 
Sierra Leone and lend insights into the Liberian case study. Conducting field research in Liberia 
and Sierra Leone provided the opportunity to examine the similarities and differences 
experienced by young people in the urban economies and the impact of youth unemployment and 
other social policies relevant to youth in these neighbouring West African nations.  
 Chapter four provides a detailed background to the Liberian case, beginning with an 
outline of the context of youth self-employment in relation to Liberia's history and its political 
economy. It situates Monrovia's urban youth economies' multidimensional space and describes 
the policy environment created by the liberal peacebuilding model.  It draws out the dimensions 
of the workscapes of young people in a post-conflict and informal urban ecosystem of Monrovia, 
situating ‘youthed’ economies in the private sector, providing services to make urban 
environments more livable.  
Chapter five presents the empirical research results from the in-person interviews in 
Monrovia and elaborates on the themes emerging from the in-person interviews. These themes 




engagement in the informal urban ecosystem and the condition of working joblessness. It 
presents the research findings from youth respondents' narratives and authority type respondents, 
including employers. It elaborates on the work practices young people use and the resources at 
hand they draw on. The second part analyzes these findings in relation to the contribution this 
research makes to the literature.   
Chapter six reports on the results of several interviews, focusing on the workscapes of 
youth bricoleurs encounter in Freetown, Sierra Leone, which provide context for the Liberia case 
study. It begins with a brief historical sketch of Sierra Leone, locating conflict theory in a so-
called youth crisis narrative in Sierra Leone.  I highlight some of the similarities and differences 
from Liberia by drawing out the connections with the experiences of their Liberian counterparts. 
The second section reports on aspects of the interviews, which illuminate young people's 
bricolage. The third section combines the Sierra Leone insights into the results and elaborates on 
some insights, particularly around global regimes, and their impact on the youth employment 
space. 
In the final chapter, I summarise my findings and put forward some recommendations to 
guide development programming. I argue that Liberian youth’s ability to create viable work is 
insufficiently recognized. This failure is due to two factors: 1) the state's inability to appreciate 
the vitality of informal economies and the opportunities they present, and 2) the objectification 
of youth in national and global policy. These oversights are manifested in the failures of 
employment programming and the supply and demand model of labour embedded in labour and 
employment policy to harness youth's productive potential. The preponderant influence of IOs in 
the post-conflict states further exacerbates the dissonance experienced by young people. National 




young people. Globalization is contributing to the informal economy's expansion and the 
resulting informalization of work (Meagher, 1995, 2018), while structural issues impede the 
growth of what the ILO calls decent work.4 Widespread uncertainty in the world of work, from 
the financial turmoil and economic downturns of the past two decades to current trends of 
globalization, also means that African youth, informal workers, and small and microenterprises 
in developing countries will continue to be "the losers of globalization" (Rantanen et al., 2020). 
Most work opportunities now and in the future for a growing youth population in Liberia and 
Sierra Leone are in the informal economy as self-employed workers.  I, therefore, argue that 
young people are enacting 21st-century skills in their work practice, are demonstrating valued 
skills of strategic, tactical, and creative thinking, creativity and that an institutional deficit 
generates a sense of dissonance in young people’s lives.  
 
Chapter Two:  Emerging African Episteme and Self-Employment  
This chapter develops my research project's ideas and concepts by reviewing the 
academic and scholarly debates about African youth and elaborating the theoretical grounding. 
The past two decades have seen a proliferation of scholarly works on African youth across 
multiple disciplines, and Phillips (2014) argues that an Africanist youth episteme is evolving 
 
4 Decent work is a global-scale response to the challenges of globalization, employment, economic and social 
protection policies, and social dialogue. As promoted by the International Labour Organization (ILO) decent work is 
productive and delivers a fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for families, better prospects 
for personal development and social integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, organize and 
participate in the decisions that affect their lives and equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men. 
ILO's Decent Work Agenda has four strategic pillars: job creation, rights at work, social protection, and social 
dialogue, with gender equality as a crosscutting objective. ILO's Decent Work Agenda, captured in SDG 8, has been 
adopted as a central part of the 2030 sustainable development agenda, and they monitor 13 SDG indicators.  Africa 





(p.5). In this literature review, I draw together parallel discourses about African youth that 
inform development practice. These discourses rarely speak to one another, crosscut different 
epistemologies, and objectify Africans and youth in a myriad of ways. I engage with the debates 
relating to African youth and their work in three main discourses; global youth, African youth, 
and youth in conflict.  I enter the debates to inform and shape my analytical framework about 
young people’s work in a post-conflict state's urban informal ecosystem.  
The internationalization of knowledge production has deeply impacted youth-centric 
studies. Youth is increasingly regarded as a productive category with links to the past and future, 
often invoking emergent ideas about family, community, nation, responsibility, morality, and 
progress. Historically considered the harbingers of change, youth remains a critical analytic for 
social policy (Kelly, 2007; Lukose, 2014; Tyyskä, 2014). Since the 1990s, utilizing the 
technologies of neoliberalism, youth-centric literature has proliferated, situating youth in a social 
landscape of power, rights, expectations, and relationships (Diouf, 2003; Durham, 2000) and 
implanting youth in the global imaginary (Meagher, Mann, & Bolt, 2016; Sukarieh & Tannock, 
2008).   
Conflicts and civil unrest, recruitment of child soldiers, Arab Spring uprisings, the 
Tunisian revolution, Boko Haram, and the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (ISIL) and 
its affiliates have brought non-Anglo-American youth and their experiences to the forefront in 
youth studies. The perceived threat to global peace and stability apparently posed by child 
soldiers, ex-combatants, or refugees (many of whom are in sub-Saharan Africa) and the global 
'war on terror' has driven research and policy agendas centred on youth (Boyden, 2007). Since 
the inception of youth studies, security concerns and youth as a social category have been closely 




Emerging youth-centric discourses are challenging long-held precepts in youth studies. 
They have upset the institutionalized biography of young people that argued that adulthood is a 
point of arrival (Wyn & White, 1997), youth as an age-bound category, and long-held notions of 
adulthood as independence from family (Honwana, 2005, 2014). The emerging discourses have 
embedded a deficit or youth-at-risk orientation inherent in youth-centric studies due, in part, to 
the nature of the classification systems that have historically been used for this cohort 
(MacDonald, 2011; Maira & Soep, 2005). They highlight the uncertainties and instability 
associated with young people due to globalization and the neoliberal policy regime (Gough, 
Langevang, & Owusu, 2013; Lukose, 2014; Meagher, 2016; Tyyskä, 2014) and the way that 
global flows are mediated by young people (Bolten, 2020; McEvoy-Levy 2016, Shepler, 2010).  
The first section of this chapter explores the emerging theoretical debates where youth 
and globalization intersect, struggle, and form new relationships. I explore how these debates, 
which have been impacted by youth unemployment as a global issue, have given rise to a 
‘generation of global youth.' I examine the impact of global youth on African youth's discourses 
and, by extension, development practice.  In this discourse, neoliberal assumptions shape a 
rationality that is unconnected to the reality of most African lives that constitute a large part of 
the world's working poor (Margolis, 2014).  I argue that neoliberalism offers some discursive 
moves which draw attention to the workscapes where young Africans make their living. Young 
peoples' bricolage identifies and serves markets through its enactment (Ferguson, 2009, p. 168). 
Neoliberalism promotes the entrepreneurial self as managing 'business as life'. Many young 
Africans have a profound experience of this and are thoroughly familiar with neoliberalism's two 




In the second section, I locate my understanding of African youth and their work practice 
in relation to the literature. In the past 30 years, African youth have become more visible in 
various literatures, although they have been marginal to the mainstream discourses. The debates 
about African youth across various scholarly discourses have been disjointed, broken into 
discourses on the political economy of youth, youth in conflict, youth in peacebuilding, the 
sociology of youth, and the like. These debates about African youth have morphed into a 
conventional contemporary entry point of the ‘youth bulge,’ an idea intended to capture the 
growing youth cohort across sub-Saharan Africa. The youth bulge is often constructed as a social 
problem that gives rise to a trajectory into conflict. Inayatullah (2016) points out otherwise, that 
“demography is not destiny” (Inayatullah, 2016, p. 22).  However, this cognitive framework 
about the youth bulge dominates the mainstream story about African youth as rooted in conflict, 
fragile states, and security logics. The dominant paradigm of African youth literature situates 
youth as ambiguous and paradoxical, often locating youth in relation to structures or institutions 
such as the state, the labour market, family, education, or ideologies and global regimes. I draw 
on various debates to create a broad profile of African youth that privileges the sociocultural 
perspective over the socioeconomic or political one.  The debates that I engage with are critical 
youth discourses located in postcolonial studies, area studies, and sociology of youth studies.  
The third section turns to the peacebuilding discourses and youth in conflict literature. 
The youth in conflict literature examines young people's challenges in conflict and post-conflict 
places, serving to embed an association between the youth cohort and violence. This literature 
has further solidified the youth-as-a-deficit or youth-at-risk framings. I examine the impact of a 
liberal peacebuilding agenda and its instrumentalization of youth, further exploring the 




youth as peacebuilders and what this signifies for their work.  In the last part, rather than peace 
as a political project, I explore peacebuilding as an everyday practice of young people and how 
their informal livelihood activities are evidence of their resilience and an expression of their 
democratic agency.   
This grouping of literature points to the increasing visibility and a slow shift in the 
understanding of young Africans. Their aspirations may be embedded in the ideology of formal 
employment and a 'proper job,' but the conventional experience is self-employment and 
bricolage, drawing on pre-existing entrepreneurship patterns deeply embedded in community 
sociocultural values. These three discourses about youth (global youth, African youth, and youth 
in conflict) locate African youth's dilemma in the dissonance between their lived and the 
dominant discursive experience in relation to the neoliberal policy regime and the residual space 
it forms. They highlight how the exercise of their agency, much-lauded and relied on for 
absorbing the risk and uncertainty created by neoliberalism and the legacy of colonialism, 
should, in theory, also be a starting point for recognizing the skills and competencies they bring 
to their 'business as life". Young people have adopted the individualization required by 
neoliberal governance in their self-employment. However, at this nexus of global and local 
forces in Liberia or Sierra Leone, recognition of their agency is mainly rhetorical. The 
performance of their agency, i.e., deploying skills and capacities in self-employment, is rarely 
valued. The vital conjuncture of finding work has a normative pathway through education and 
entrepreneurship and is an extended period where uncertainty has become normalized. Young 
people have taken on the decision-making and demonstrated their self-efficacy in enacting 





Contemporary debates about youth have seen youth "moved to the center of global policy, 
development, public, and media debates, and conflicts" (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2015b, p. 1285).  
Emerging theoretical frameworks such as the sociology of youth (Phillips, 2018), or the political 
economy of youth (Meagher, 2016), youth and peacebuilding (Pugh, 2014), and the global 
securitization of youth (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018), anchor youth within the social, political and 
cultural factors that forge their relationship with the state, the labour market, the family and other 
institutions such as the global economy (Meagher, 2016). Global youth, it seems, is the episteme 
of post-modernity.  
Based on an understanding of youth as a homogenized group of consumers, global youth 
culture was a transnational phenomenon in marketing and popular business literature (Lukose 
2005, 2014).  Global youth culture responded to and identified with modernized and 
cosmopolitan Western culture: "Youth culture as an ideological phenomenon hence emerges 
from the development of Western modernity and the growing sophistication of advertising and 
market-segmentation strategies and now looms quite large in the cultural landscapes of the 
global cultural economy" (Appadurai 1990, p. 232) cited in Kjeldgaard & Askegaard, 2006). As 
an explanatory framework, global youth culture represented the intersection and tension between 
different youth forms – a desirable market and a deviant group with antisocial forms of 
behaviour - setting the stage for a transnational idea of youth. This marked the beginning of the 
globalizing of youth "legitimizing (of) a monolithic conceptualization of youth," and established 
a critical narrative which delinked youth from a specific biological or psychological life stage 
(Ledgaard & Asjegaard, 2006, p. 233), embedded instead in the economic rationality of 




and organizations but through the universality of childhood and adulthood. Ideologically 
construed through a technology of neoliberal global capitalism, globalized or global youth has 
become an almost universal identity aspiration, members of a social category, political actors, 
and ideological symbols (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018).   
The global youth unemployment crisis has shaped the concept of global youth in 
important ways. Firstly, the emerging youth-centred research agenda's focus has shifted from a 
preoccupation with young people's "transitions" to the individualization of the pathway to 
personal economic independence. Debates around youth crises such as "waithood" and the 
consequences of being unable to attain independent adult status frame young people in new 
relationships with the state, the economy, and international organizations, mainly in the role of 
entrepreneurs (Munive, 2010). 
Secondly, increasingly prominent and complex in politics and policy-making, youth 
employment issues have generated global policy discourses and prescriptions (Fergusson & 
Yeates, 2014). These issues surface in the research of epistemic communities and development 
practices across multiple sectors, including security, governance, education, sexual and 
reproductive health, and rights. Although national governments are responsible for creating 
social policies, fragile states like Liberia and Sierra Leone are especially vulnerable to IOs' 
structural power, enabling IOs to influence the policy domain (Deacon, 2012) profoundly. This 
has increasingly propagated an ideology of global youth (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018) and given 
rise to contestation around global policy and the effects on nations in the Global South (Foli & 
Beland, 2014; Ferguson, 2006). Fergusson and Yeates (2014), for example, report a struggle 
between IOs around the normative and ideational content of global social policy, leading to a 




policy formation" (Fergusson & Yeates, 2014, p. 3). Embedded in these global discourses of 
youth unemployment is a sense of urgency, as unemployment is centrally located as a state need 
related to stability while youth needs are absent or less evident (Sommers, 2015; Sukarieh & 
Tannock, 2018).   
Thirdly, global youth unemployment is driving a contemporary research agenda around 
global anxieties such as the future of work (Enria, 2018; Ismail, 2016), the radicalization of 
young people as foot soldiers in the global war on terror (Hoffman, 2011), and the securitization 
of development (Sukarieh and Tannock, 2018). Spurred by the global youth unemployment 
crisis, the debates highlight neoliberalism's hypocrisy, responsible for creating the dissonance in 
young people's lives. Neoliberalism has led to the structural conditions that see increased 
exclusion and unemployment of young people globally while promoting entrepreneurship to 
solve global youth unemployment (Sukarieh and Tannock, 2018).  Research on these global 
anxieties illuminates the precarious nature of work and the "gig economy" employment, job 
churn, young people's changing expectations and social mobility, and points to overlapping and 
convergent youth experiences from various parts of the world (Philipps, 2018).  It also elaborates 
on the real-world consequences of the neoliberal agenda in terms of education, employment, 
welfare, justice, and laws that directly impact young people's lives (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018). 
Noteworthy features of global youth-related to African youth are the convergence of 
youth's experience of global trends such as involvement in social media, the global cultural 
market driven by digitalization and technology, and youth unemployment driven by 
neoliberalism and the global capitalist project. The second feature of this transnational 
convergence is the homogenization contingent on the shared or universal elements that youth 




waged labour life. This points to a central idea that money is required as a general condition to 
participate in society. The motivating framework for global youth becomes the pursuit of money, 
entrenched in a contemporary moniker of ‘Generation Entrepreneur.' This motivation then 
propels a narrow pathway through education and training in support of entrepreneurialism, a 
universalist solution for youth unemployment and entry for youth to the labour market (Kew et 
al., 2013).  
A shared transitional heritage of neoliberalism underpins the convergence of a global 
generation of youth. The inter-related structural shifts they experience include;  
1) the swift internationalization of markets; 2) the rapid intensification of competition 
due to deregulation, privatization, and liberalization; 3) the accelerated diffusion of 
knowledge and the spread of global networks via new information and 
communication technologies, and 4) the rising importance of markets and their 
dependence on random shocks occurring somewhere on the globe (Mills et al., 2005; 
p. 5).  
Global youth share an experience in their increasing exposure to the world at large, their position 
in social structures and spaces they claim, their experience of historical events such as the 2008 
financial crises or the war on terror, and the increasing inequality experienced locally and 
globally. They also share a cosmopolitan identity different from their parents and celebrate a 
type of urbanity and digital (or global) citizenship. The emergence of global youth as a concept 
thus suggests that youth have transitioned from being primarily a local and national to a global 
concern. 
A focus on global youth has been useful to link young people in a relationship with global 




sexual and reproductive health care, and security, and to global bureaucrats who measure their 
progress in large cohort studies. Alongside the convergence, global youth as a concept has raised 
young people's visibility in policy and national discourse as a bounded social group. Sukarieh 
and Tannock (2008) argue that global youth has become an "important frame for articulating and 
acting on elite anxieties," particularly about security concerns and as a technology of neoliberal 
governance (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2008, 2015b, 2018).  
The concept of global youth is homogenizing. It obscures differences around aspirations 
and life struggles of youth in various parts of the globe. It reduces the visibility of the unequal 
distribution of life chances that young people experience. Honwana (2014) notes that 
contemporary global struggles such as those around insufficient access to essential services, sub-
standard or no education, and the pressure of managing risk are not evident in the dominant 
concept of global youth. This points to a critical flaw in youth studies. How can global youth as 
an analytic capture the global experience?  The extent to which youth experience the 
consequences of globalization depends largely upon "the nation-specific institutions that exist to 
shield, or conversely, funnel uncertainty to them" (Mills et al., 2005; p. 435), so is mediated by 
the local. Fragile or weak states cannot act on all their priorities, making young people in the 
Global South more vulnerable to globalization risks and uncertainty. New ways of thinking about 
social policy disadvantage youth from the Global South, especially in fragile post-conflict states, 
which cannot implement these types of initiatives or policies than the nations in the Global North 
(Honwana, 2014). 
The rankings on the Human Development Index and multiple other indexes plainly show 
that youth's life experiences in the Global South raised in postcolonial conditions of late 




as youth's experience as self-employed workers converge in the Global South and North, 
Africans have the largest regional fraction of working poor (56 percent). Young workers are 
more vulnerable to working poverty than adult workers. In Africa, 39 percent of Africa's 
employed youth live in extreme poverty compared to 31 percent of Africa's employed adults in 
2018 (Gammarano, 2019).   
Many youth from the Global South and the Global North aspire to the 'proper job' as the 
mechanism for economic and social stability anchored in waged and salaried work. However, it 
is more likely that they will enter the labour force through self-employment. Global youth 
exemplifies the converging experience of an extended vital conjuncture of young people from 
around the world.  Entering the labour market and establishing a stable work practice is a 
"structured zone of uncertainty" – a vital conjuncture of young people.  The experience of 
increasing precarity of work with short-term contracts, minimum wage (at best), and irregular 
income converges around the globe, undermining young people's ability to plan and normalizes 
uncertainty in their lives. Young people's response is to adopt an approach of flexibility to keep 
all options open and accumulate "wealth in prospects" (Sieveking & Dallywater, 2016, p. 3), 
mobilizing their social capital in a business as life approach. 
As a heuristic to understand recent change, a focus on global youth has helped understand 
young people as economic agents in their relationships with economies, global regimes, NGOs, 
and the state (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2016). This focus on global youth has revealed areas of 
convergence in youth lives worldwide – as consumers, as workers, as students and as political 
actors, and as becoming adults. It has also revealed a global structure of common differences 
evident in human rights indexes and the distribution of life chances. At the same time, the more 




similarities of shared experience (Tyyskä, 2014; Maira & Soep, 2005). Overall, global youth has 
little explanatory power except to illustrate the plethora of differences between young people 
worldwide in relation to global regimes. Its monolithic conceptualization has little traction 
explaining the specific youth experience. The comparative framework across regions is 
particularly not useful for the study of African youth. Instead, it is mainly a political mechanism 
that stresses the non-alignment of the African continent and its population to so-called global 
norms.  
Originally a construction of transnational marketing ideologies, global youth has linked 
young people to global regimes. As a result of its interaction with multiple global regimes, it has 
evolved into a global imaginary (Kjeldgaard & Askegaard, 2006). Adopted by researchers, and 
through the prescriptive policy work of IOs, it has become connected to the state as the central 
framework. The global securitization of youth has resulted in the linking of development and 
security agendas, yet the conditions for young people and their everyday safety and well-being 
are not improving (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018). The significance given to the ‘youth bulge’ 
points to trends in the globalization of capitalism as the expanding informal economy and 
decrease in jobs are counter to the rhetoric of inclusion and modernist aspiration of youth.  
The discourses and technologies around employment promote decent work and self-
employment, yet few mechanisms to realize this existed. This limits their utility for 
understanding how young Africans find or create work as they are not contextualized to place  
(Sukarieh & Tannock, 2015b). Although more diverse voices contribute to and influence the 




youth into easily manageable categories (like NEET) 5usually privileges the economic and 
political effect and not the social (Durham, 2000). Phillips (2016) argues the concept of global 
youth has limits due to “the difficulties within contemporary academia to develop an unbiased 
global outlook” (p. 434). 
Studies of youth from the Global North and those from the Global South arose from 
different academic traditions. Scholarship about youth from the Global South emerges from 
development studies, area studies, or postcolonial studies. Scholarship about young people from 
the Global North was housed in youth studies and focused on childhood (dependence) and 
adulthood (independence), drawing especially on the Anglo-American research space. These two 
research traditions rarely spoke to each other (Philipps, 2018, p. 2).  
As conceptually developed in critical literature, global youth has served to increase 
African youth's visibility as it attempts to bring together and influence the conversation about 
youth in the world (Philipps, 2018). The convergence of trends such as unemployment and 
underemployment has brought African youth into the global conversation and development 
policy foreground. Their experience of responding to the vital conjuncture of entering the labour 
market "seems to be adopted worldwide, "converging towards an African model of accumulating 
"wealth in "prospects" (Sieveking & Dallywater, 2016, p. 3).  Findings such as the prolongation 
of childhood and the difficulties of the transition to adulthood as a direct consequence of 
globalization and the lack of work are global trends (i.e., waithood, Honwana, 2014).  
 
5 Not in Education or Training (NEET) refers to a frequently used category in ILO's national labour force surveys. 
NEET is used to classify young people in the International Labour Organization's School to Work Transition 
Surveys (SWTS), identifying youth by what they are not doing or how the neoliberal socioeconomic agenda has not 
equipped them (Sommers, 2015). Most young people do not identify themselves according to these negative 





The lack of consensus on who constitutes youth (different regions adopt different age 
groupings) has decentered the institutionalized school to work transition, raising questions about 
transitions to adulthood. Instead of the core school to work transition concept, an emerging 
critical discourse recognizes multiple and unconnected transitions that youth experience, entering 
and leaving school, becoming a parent, marriage, becoming financially independent of family, 
and finding work (Johnson-Hanks, 2002, 2015). Lastly, global youth has illuminated hegemonic 
and counter-hegemonic processes, making visible the agency of youth and its cooption by 
neoliberalism (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018). Global youth promotes the telos of ‘Generation 
Entrepreneur,’ and while this may not align with many African youth's modern aspirations, it is 
central and derives from their lived experience.   
African Youth 
In sub-Saharan Africa, a perfect storm created by the confluence of three factors - youth 
bulge, youth underemployment, and violence involving youth - has positioned young people at 
the political, cultural, and social forefront. Intrastate conflict and post-conflict recovery processes 
motivated multiple research agendas about youth.6 The youth bulge, a demographic feature in 
sub-Saharan Africa population resulting from decreasing child mortality and increasing fertility 
rates, means that the African population is young; 70 percent of Africans are under 30 years of 
age 7 while 77 percent are under 35 years of age8, and this population group will continue to 
grow for some time (Lam, 2006; Lin, 2012).  
 
6 The overall trend across Africa shows that the incidence of intrastate conflict increases steadily over the period 
from 1946 to about 1991, falls consistently until about 2001, appears to plateau until 2012, then rises slightly 







Two facts preoccupy global and national policymakers and development practitioners and 
shape knowledge production about Africa and African youth - the growing size of their 
demographic and their age. African youth have thus become an important site of inquiry in 
contemporary research. The impact of socioeconomic changes and growing concern about 
globalization's ramifications, late modernity, and general global social and economic 
restructuring on young people's lives and futures are giving rise to an evolving episteme on 
African youth (Phillips, 2018).   
The global and local trends pertaining to African youth provide the contours of evolving 
youth-centric debates that, for the most part, locate African youth as youth-at-risk and fix them 
as a critical challenge for policymakers and scholars. The debates, which raise the profile of 
African youth and their agency in research and the academy, are embedded in a logic of a fragile 
African state that does not conform to global norms. These youth-centric debates highlight 
multiple effects, including those of issue-based global policies on the economic spaces 
connecting informality to the political domain  (Ayele, Khan, & Sumberg, 2017; Batmanglich & 
Enria, 2014; Byung-jin, McInerney, Tobin, & Torres, 2010; Chari et al., 2017; Dolan & Rajak, 
2016; Gough, Langevang, & Owusu, 2013; Ismail, 2016; Sukarieh & Tannock, 2008). However, 
there is less research on what young people actually do or how they do it.  
African studies situate youth as a locus of change in African societies, interpreting the 
global for the local. The ways this impacts youth's practice of work and engagement in, and 
construction of, the social institution of work has barely been explored (Bolten, 2020; Diouf, 
2003; Enria, 2018). The disadvantages of globalization accumulate at the lowest socioeconomic 
strata, leaving the most vulnerable groups to bear the most significant risk (Cramer, 2010; Mills 




ability to shield them by building nation-specific institutions is severely compromised by limited 
resources, misplaced priorities, and corruption.  
The deepening crisis of development across the African continent has stimulated the 
proliferation of African youth debates contributing to an emerging Africanist youth episteme. 
Comprising a network of scholars, development practitioners, and IOs, this episteme, Phillips 
(2018) argues, is being driven by globalization forces that recognize that” today's generation of 
youth face an essential global and disturbingly violent ‘heritage’” (p.4). The emerging Africanist 
youth episteme does not bridge the disconnect between youth studies and area, and postcolonial 
studies of youth and Phillips (2018), like Ferguson (2006), cautions against generalizing into 
something generic from such a heterogeneous continent (p. 6).    
Intrastate wars such as those experienced in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Sudan, and 
elsewhere have highlighted youth's strategic role in making and unmaking the social order 
(Abbink, 2005; Honwana, 2005; Richards, 2006; Utas, 2003). In particular, young African males 
are linked to ‘development failure’ due to their preponderance as fighters in the wars that have 
torn apart some African nations (Abbink, 2005). Although these debates driving the emerging 
Africanist youth episteme have not fully succeeded in connecting the multiple realities to young 
African lives, they have generated a sense of urgency about youth issues as defined mainly by 
global discourses around employment, education, sexual and reproductive health, migration, and 
security.   
Two strands of knowledge production have had a substantial influence on the Africanist 
youth episteme. One, seen through an anthropological lens, focuses on the every day of young 
African lives and their fluid and multiple identities, including the spectacular such as child 




1998; Richards, 2006) other identities (Esson, 2013; Fanthorpe & Maconachie, 2010; Ibrahim & 
Shepler, 2011; Langevang & Gough, 2012; Shepler, 2010) and their interaction with gendered 
hierarchies (Koroma, 2014; Nilssonnet al., 2019) and other socially constructed institutions 
(Bolten, 2020; Diouf, 2003; Enria, 2018; Honwana, 2014). These discourses provide insights 
into how young people from many places on the African continent navigate the socioeconomic 
and political challenges they face. This literature portrays young people as a central 
preoccupation of African societies, which promise a turnaround of the African continent's social 
order. Such a turnaround is driven by the postcolonial state's failure and globalization. Together 
these have brought significant change to all African societies. The postcolonial state's failure to 
achieve significant improvements in society has led to hopes being pinned on African youth as 
an instrument of change (Diouf, 2003). Bankrupt and eroded infrastructures, especially in 
education and work, mean that young people and their futures are heavily influenced by the 
tension between specific African cultures and global pressures such as universal rights, the 
global economy, and the global development agenda.  
 The other dominant strand of knowledge production about African youth has its origins 
in youth development studies. Youth development studies is an interdisciplinary social science 
offering various epistemologies for understanding young people in the Global South. As an 
evolving literature and epistemic community, it is both a field of action and a discursive practice 
(Sommers, 2011). Political scientists, demographers, and economists drive this episteme that 
includes the debates about the socioeconomic and political impacts of the youth bulge, including 
youth unemployment (Cubitt, 2012; Ismail, 2016; Koroma, 2014; Munive, 2010) and the 
contentious debates linking African youth and violence (Cramer, 2010; Hoffman, 2011; Peters, 




the "fear of young men" by the state. It employs a political economy perspective, is qualitative, 
and uses youth as a conceptual lens through which new perspectives on contemporary Africa are 
emerging (Hoffman, 2011, Meagher, 2016; Philipps, 2018; Sukarieh & Tannock, 2015b, 2108).  
This research about African youth differs from the postcolonial or African studies heuristic of 
youth as it is mainly embedded in, as Ferguson (2006) calls it, the “continental predicament” (p. 
4), of Africa-as-a-place-in-the-world (p.8) mainly portraying Africa as a “geobody” of failure, 
structurally sidelined in globalization as a site of extraction and in need of modernization or 
development (p. 6). 
The youth-centric discourses originating in youth development studies locate neoliberal 
entrepreneurialism as an antidote for widespread poverty and cast African youth as rural and 
urban entrepreneurs who can launch their lives and pull themselves and their countries out of 
poverty with their entrepreneurial bootstraps (Sommers, 2007, 2010, 2015). The poverty 
alleviation approach has morphed into 'Generation Entrepreneur,' which valorizes 
entrepreneurship as the single most likely way African youth will enter the labour market. 
Sukarieh and Tannock (2015b) argue that neoliberalism objectifies African youth as part of a 
technology of governance that individualizes the employment responsibility away from 
structures to persons and promotes a narrow pathway to adult success (Sukarieh & Tannock, 
2008, 2015b, 2018). The narrow pathway, which recommends entrepreneurship education and 
training, is reflected in associated development practice and priorities for youth interventions.   
Several debates about African youth link them to security issues and associate them with 
violence. These include the youth in crises narrative (Richards, 1998, 2006), the youth exclusion 
debate (Wale, Olonisain, Picciotto & Wybrow, 2009; Enria, 2014), the youth in conflict literature 




Berents & McEvoy-Levy, 2015, McEvoy, 2006; Podder, 2015). These debates share a paradigm 
about African youth that focuses on youth's ambivalent and paradoxical nature and examines 
the" micro-political and conflict-related characteristics of youth, especially young men" (Phillips, 
2014, p. 1364).  Youth unemployment concerns are unhelpfully "entangled with issues of youth 
discontent and instability" (Batmanglich & Enria, 2014, p. 5). Job creation interventions 
targeting youth have failed to keep their promises (Cubitt, 2011; Izzi, 2013; Sommers, 2007). 
These interventions are rarely responsive to the structural issues of post-conflict or development 
state service-oriented economies with the minimal private sector, small formal economy, and 
large informal economy and where jobless growth is the norm (Cramer, 2015).  
The debates highlight youth agency, and the analytical entry point is the dual nature of 
youth identities as makers and breakers (Honwana & de Boeck, 2005); vandals or vanguards 
(Abbink, 2005); troublemakers or peacemakers (McEvoy, 2006);  a demographic dividend or 
ticking time bomb. Often contrasting youth opportunities with youth risks, these discourses 
highlight youth's relationship with the state and with social institutions such as tradition, the 
patriarchy, culture, and work and reifies youth agency. The youth unemployment debates cut 
across and emerge from these debates, which interconnect, overlap, and contribute to each other. 
Refracting youth agency, self-employment is most often positioned in a narrow neoliberal 
preoccupation with the private sector and the market proposing an unconvincing solution to 
youth concerns about work (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2008).  
According to Ismail (2016), the debates on African youth reflect parallel trajectories of 
change impacting young Africans and their work. Top-down change in socioeconomic 
conditions, processes, and structures driven by increased FDI and international policy diffusion 




change from below through the youth bulge and urbanization, due to the rapid expansion of 
informal self-employment (Ismail, 2016). As I argue, global connections offer a third category of 
socioeconomic and political change affecting young Africans and their work and impacts in a 
tangible way on many African's lives.  The socioeconomic and political impact of global 
connections in the form of telecommunications with broadband connections and mobile phones, 
digitalization and the wave of computerization and digital equipment, access to global consumer 
goods and material consumption, and social media overall is less recognized.   
The global economy, worldwide communications, and digital technology offer alternative 
development pathways (Isar, 2013). As a result, reading and writing are more important to access 
digital technologies such as mobile phones. Access to a global market is available to people 
through the internet, making more information and social contacts available to ordinary young 
people. African cities are expanding, and the service sector is growing as the urban population 
increases, offering an urban ecosystem for a variety of economic activities. Global value chains 
and the multiplication of transnational criminal networks (i.e., illegal global value chains such as 
drugs, human trafficking, weapon smuggling) straddle the formal and informal economies, like 
the digital and mobile economies, all of which are possible platforms for young people's work. 
Global connections can offer expanded horizons for self-employment. The internet is a trading 
site, particularly in the increasingly urbanized and highly competitive urban environments. 
Global corporations and transnational criminal networks ensnare young people into jobless work, 
increasing the risk and vulnerability and "siphoning their social knowledge" and social capital for 
external investors (Meagher, Mann, & Bolt, 2016). Global connections as a change trajectory 
have opened new interstices for young people to exploit for work (and to be exploited).  It 




The literature on youth's work in informal urban economies has been on their livelihoods, 
the expansion of the labour market as a socioeconomic and political construction, and youth's 
marginalization from the formal economy. The ubiquity of self-employment of most young 
Africans has been well-established, and self-employment, regardless of how it is defined - in the 
informal economy, in agriculture, household enterprise, urban services, or criminal services - is 
the most common forms of work (Margolis, 2014).  
Langevang et al. (2012) examined how young women are navigating employment spaces 
in urban locations in Ghana, demonstrating how vital mobility in the public space is for informal 
work (Langevang & Gough, 2012). Esson (2013) describes how football is an attractive career 
for Ghanaian youth, particularly in response to the enormous pressures and high expectations of 
young males to succeed in material terms (Esson, 2013). Sommers (2010) examines the African 
youth urban orientation in the competitive urban ecosystem and elaborates the cunning and 
smarts needed to make it there. He notes that young people's networking in the urban ecosystem 
provides structure, support, and opportunities to access resources and activities (Sommers, 
2010).  Enria (2018) interrogates youth's relationship to work and argues that broadening the 
labour market's conceptualization to a socially constituted space links youth's marginal work and 
notions of youth (Enria, 2018). Much less research exists on strategies of self-employment in the 
ecosystem of work where young people operate and how they create or leverage opportunities to 
create value.   
As a theory of self-employment or entrepreneurship, bricolage is much less researched in 
the African youth literature. Bricolage offers a way to give form to the socially constructed 
process and the self-conscious acts of agency of young people central to their self-employment. 




instruments at hand, which young people use to create work. It is an organizational construct for 
the overarching social logic "of political and economic incentives that require individuals to be 
self-managed and autonomous" (Altglas, 2014, p. 490).  The universe of instruments young 
people have at hand for their creative process is necessarily limited in impoverished places. 
Bricolage points to a socially constructed process that posits the self as the locus of discipline 
and has social significance as neoliberal economies reward enterprising individuals who are 
willing to actualize themselves, know how to manage their attitudes, and develop skills when the 
situation demands it. It is a technique of self in a social logic of incentives of individualizing 
responsibility for work. As I use it, bricolage is a structured, stratifying social practice, a self-
conscious act of agency through techniques of self, and a regime of action that represents a way 
to enhance and actualize social capital to create work. 
A muddled relationship between entrepreneurship and self-employment is evident in these 
discourses and debates. Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)9 suggests that self-employment 
is a training ground for entrepreneurship. I argue that the central question, however, is less the 
difference between self-employment and entrepreneurship but rather how do youth, already self-
employed in the informal economy, succeed? The debates about youth unemployment and youth 
exclusion have been useful in bringing renewed attention to the informal economy. This renewed 
attention has resulted in a valorization of the informal economy (upgraded by the ILO from 
informal sector to informal economy in 2002) in its "rescripting" as a site of innovation, 
creativity, and inclusive livelihoods for young people (Dolan & Rajak, 2016; Meagher et al., 
 
9 GEM is a global research source that collects data on entrepreneurship from individuals.  GEM carries out survey-
based research on entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship ecosystems and is a network consortium of national 




2016). This is not new for young Africans, of course, but the recognition of it by some 
knowledge producers, particularly in the economic and political economy literature, and by 
policymakers, is relatively new. The contemporary research into the informal economy has 
highlighted its coexistence with the formal economy and its disaggregation into the digital 
economy, the knowledge economy, the creative economy, and others (Healy et al., 2017; Klerk, 
2015; Meagher, 2018; Sallah, 2016).  This research has shifted some perceptions about the 
possibilities therein (Grimm et al., 2012) and points to more multi-layered economic policy-
making to consider the widening of development pathways (Isar, 2013).  
Market-centric neoliberal policies promoting entrepreneurship and individualism have 
affected the study of African youth and employment and the development practice that links 
entrepreneurship and training (education). Normatively, youth agency is linked to 
entrepreneurship in an enterprise-based pathology with an organizational form legible to the 
state. However, neoliberal policies have, perhaps inadvertently, made available and increased the 
visibility of the multiple terrains where young Africans make their living. Narrowly focused on 
the young person as human capital, their economic agency in some ways gives form to the 
'personhood' of young self-employed Africans who are being "responsible for conducting 
themselves in the business of life as an enterprise, a project, a work in progress (Kelly, 2007, 
p.18).  
The neoliberal policies have also, again perhaps inadvertently, weakened the link of 
entrepreneurship to its better understood and fully formed formal economy yoke, in the form of 
small business. This is a step towards developing an analytical tool kit that accommodates or 
describes many young Africans' bricolage rather than forcing them into a neoliberal 




relatively narrow and bounded vocation. Bricolage highlights the socially constructed nature of 
young Africans' entrepreneurship. The neoliberal forms of entrepreneurship objectify youth and 
obscure social logic and creativity. Bricolage is structured by the socially stratifying logic of 
neoliberalism and young people's self-conscious act of agency.  
Youth unemployment as a contemporary policy challenge for African and global 
decision-makers is prominently reflected in the academic literature, in policy, and in 
development practice as entrepreneurship and empowerment for young people (Cramer, 2015; 
Gough et al., 2013, Ismail, 2016; Sallah, 2016; Sommers, 2007). The dominant cognitive 
framework of neoliberalism frames these discourses, influencing debates and development 
practices about young Africans and their working lives (Carr & Chen, 2001; Charmes, 2012; 
Ferguson, 2006; ILO, 2014).  
Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest number of ongoing ILO-promoted Decent Work 
country programs than any other region (Rantanen et al., 2020). It is the region with the least 
number of quality jobs and the most critical decent work challenges. GEM  recognizes sub-
Saharan Africa as the region with the highest number of potential entrepreneurs. Compared to 
other regions globally, a significant percentage of young Africans (18 to 35 years) are labelled as 
potential entrepreneurs (60 percent) because they perceive business opportunities in their country 
and believe they have the skills to optimize these opportunities to create and manage a business. 
Kew et al. (2013) suggest that this high rate is related to the perceived opportunities to do 
business, and this is due to the less well-developed factor-driven economy prevalent in much of 
sub-Saharan Africa. The factor-driven economy has more accessible entry points for 
entrepreneurship, they suggest, than an efficiency-driven or innovative-driven economy, which is 




As a theory of entrepreneurship, bricolage has had minimal impact on the youth 
employment research on African youth. As Sukarieh and Tannock (2015b) argue, this is because 
the growth of youth as a social category is "central to contemporary social, political, intellectual 
and economic activity" and part of the technology of neoliberal governance. They argue that 
young people are becoming more "useful, productive and sensitive to these global institutions" 
(Sukarieh & Tannock, 2015b, p. 16), which reifies youth as an object in the neoliberal landscape.  
Neoliberal market policies and valorization of entrepreneurship as catalysts of poverty reduction 
and economic growth promote Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) expansion.  The rescripting 
of the informal economy as a site of innovation and creativity by neoliberalism, venerating the 
neoliberal form of entrepreneurship as a remedy for mass poverty or mass unemployment, use 
foundational forms that cannot recognize the organic social endeavour of bricoleurs.  
The debates about young people motivating research presently focused on youth 
unemployment are bound up in what young people should be doing rather than what they are 
doing (Sommers, 2015). The debates recognize that young people are over-represented in 
precarious forms of casual and part-time employment in low-skilled occupations and describe the 
effects of neoliberal hardships on young people (Kelly, 2007).  However, narrowly locating 
African youth as economic agents within the neoliberal structuralist governance often conflates 
self-employment and entrepreneurship and obscures the agency and social logics where their 
self-employment occurs. Education and training prescriptions designed for entrepreneurship are 
generally disconnected from many young Africans' lives as they fail to engage with their work 
practice realities. Many young people do not have the resources to attend and sustain educational 
opportunities but may have other opportunities to learn skills and build capabilities.  Post-




provide educational opportunities geared to 21st-century work. However, many young people 
learn workarounds and innovations from necessity, peers, and social networks. The African 
youth research debates fail to sufficiently capture the multiple terrains or dimensions where 
young people negotiate their responsibilities and obligations (Sommers, 2015).  These debates 
perpetuate a dissonance in young African lives that disconnects their emergent reality from their 
discursive lives.   
The central paradox of the youth employment discourses motivated by Africa's youth 
bulge that contributes to dissonance in young people's lives is that the neoliberal development 
model is linked to creating exclusion and youth unemployment. Thus, youth development policy, 
including entrepreneurship and empowerment, is mainly put together to increase youth 
governance. Accordingly, it begins to look like a "strategy of management of social 
fragmentation and the advance marginality of a growing global surplus population rendered 
structurally irrelevant to capital accumulation" (quoting Hallsworth and Lea in Sukarieh & 
Tannock, 2018, p. 10).  
The Africanist youth episteme describes the challenges and dismal socioeconomic 
conditions of young people. It has highlighted youth agency as capable, autonomous despite their 
vulnerabilities and noted how neoliberal ideologies of domination affect their lives.  It notes 
broadly how, ultimately, young people seize and own opportunities and challenges, as is the 
norm in most African states (Meagher, 2018).  Less well-developed is the skills and tactics of 
young Africans pulling themselves up by their entrepreneurial bootstrap and creating a 
postmodern pastiche for their work practice, reshuffling and reconstructing resources at hand, 




ontologies that can generate fruitful discussion and using conceptual tools like bricolage and 
21st-century skills appropriate to young people's work lives. 
Youth in Conflict 
Violent conflicts, civil wars, and their devastating impacts raised young peoples' profiles 
on the African continent and spurred a significant amount of research across the social sciences. 
Youth in conflict discourses emerged from child soldiers' issues and interventions integral to the 
post-conflict and peacebuilding recovery process. The resulting youth in conflict literature 
explores how youth navigate violence and attempts to understand the critical interface between 
youth, violent conflict, and youth employment (Ukeje & Iwilade, 2012). It examines youths' 
relationship to the global regime of liberal peacebuilding and state recovery processes.  It is 
informed by and informs the orthodox peacebuilding literature and international relations 
literature on fragile states. These scholarly debates about African youth contribute to an 
emerging Africanist youth episteme discussed above.   
Contemporary discourses about African youth have thus been affected by the 
securitization of the development agenda. The youth bulge theory endorses this, linking global 
security to global youth – and more specifically to African youth and underdevelopment. ODA 
investment in local youth engagement and leadership programs supports other places' national 
security interests (Duffield, 2007). Many policymakers and development practitioners consider 
that African youth, especially males, require 'special attention.' The special attention requirement 
took its inspiration from the youth in conflict literature motivated by research on post-conflict 
development practice and narrowly focused on security reform, democracy building, and market 
development and provided several rationales for why youth (primarily young males) engage in 




competing identities of youth; as a victim or as a troublemaker, and raised the question of youth 
agency regulation as a state stability issue.  
Youth, however, occupy a marginal position in the peacebuilding literature, which has 
mainly focused on peacebuilding as a project of governance. Much of the early peacebuilding 
literature explored peacebuilding as a global governance tool for conflict management to prevent 
relapse into violence within a state (Chetail, 2009). This literature has been influenced by the 
longstanding preoccupation with African states' governance failures, i.e., their inability to live up 
to the normative requirements of being a state (Ferguson, 2006).  
Sub-Saharan Africa has been a primary arena for intrastate conflict since the Cold War 
ended.10 The peacebuilding research agenda developed to address these conflicts brings together 
two dominant discourses: international relations literature on fragile states and peacebuilding 
literature on the liberal peacebuilding model, which have theorized about the state and its 
governance (Menocal, 2011). Ownership and participation are at the center of the liberal and 
critical peacebuilding debate. The liberal goal is to create a neoliberal state with significant 
structural power to exploit its material resources. Yet vesting the durability of peace in state 
institutions has given prominence to governments and leaders who lacked sufficient legitimacy, 
authority, and autonomy to deliver on the positive aspects of peace, such as welfare, poverty, and 
social justice (Richmond, 2009).  
Relatedly, the ambivalent and paradoxical nature of youth has been the analytical entry 
point of the youth in conflict literature, exploring critical questions about youth in Africa, 
 
10 There were 19 intrastate conflicts on the continent between 1990 and 2007 and only one interstate conflict – 





including who is a youth (a social, cultural, biological, or political construction), the fluidity of 
their identity construction and how the youth cohort is socially constructed.  It has mainly 
focused on the exceptional, i.e., ex-combatants, child soldiers, sex slaves, and other conflict-
affected youth, drawing on empirical trends of conflict and violence to situate young people's 
primary identities affected by conflict as victims or as troublemakers.  These two personas have 
become entrenched in the debates, research, and policy around African youth.   
The victim identity finds its genesis in child soldiers' proliferation across intrastate 
conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa and UNICEF's extensive work on the issue. Drawing mainly on 
Western notions of childhood as protected, safe spaces, it portrays youth as older children rather 
than young adults with rights and responsibilities not yet realizable and requiring adult guidance 
to transition to adulthood (Boyden, 2007). It suggests that youth are vulnerable, passive, and 
require adult guidance while linking child protection responsibility to the state. Seeing youth as 
traumatized victims of war and violence still enjoys considerable popularity in a rights-based 
discourse that focuses on young people's vulnerability and is reinforced by wider understandings 
that African youth are disadvantaged and marginalized in their societies. This stereotype of 
young people as victims embeds the requirement of adult guidance to young people's transition 
(UNDP, 2012) and has been the impetus for the proliferation of youth policy developed across 
sub-Saharan Africa.  
As the two most powerful actors in the post-recovery and peacebuilding processes in sub-
Saharan Africa, the United Nations system and the World Bank have influenced the youth in 
conflict literature. Their different approaches are reflected in their policy prescriptions and 
adopted into recipient country policy frameworks. The United Nations' human development 




for African youth with priority themes such as sexual and reproductive health (including gender-
based violence) (UNFPA), child rights (UNICEF), employment, and decent work (ILO), 
education (UNESCO), and security and governance (UNDP).  The related youth in conflict 
discourses often frame African youth as victims, constructing youth as vulnerable actors 
subjected to war traumas and tend to stereotype young people as passive victims.   
The World Bank perspective situates youth as human capital, highlighting young people’s 
economic agency in the post-conflict recovery process so that employment has been configured 
as a stability mechanism. This has led to an emphasis on skill development and education as the 
pathway for young people (World Bank, 2013). Despite their differences, both the UN and the 
World Bank approaches are problematic because they largely ignore young people's 
contributions to conflict and building peace. They stereotype young people as passive recipients 
of rights or bearers of capital and in a deficit modality (requiring regulation and skills) and thus 
fail to recognize their resilience and agency.   
The youth in conflict discourse has supported the youth crisis narrative of the conflict in 
West Africa and has been highly influential in discussions about African youth.  It suggests that 
young people risk becoming a lost generation as the attainment of adulthood is blocked by a 
confluence of social, political, economic, and demographic features (Peters, 2011; Honwana, 
2014; Izzi, 2013; Sommers, 2015; Utas, 2008). It views the multiple and fragmented transitions 
of young people into education, work, marriage, or parenthood as a problem resulting in 
unsuccessful adults. This perspective is in contrast to the understanding offered by the concept of 
vital conjunctures. The youth in conflict discourse illuminate youth's multiple identities in 
binaries, mainly as victims and perpetrators.  Furthermore, it has embedded a single pathway to a 




contrast, vital conjunctures sees each stage of the transition as a decision point affecting the life 
course or trajectory.  
The youth in conflict literature was motivated by the research platform, and the policy 
agenda of post-conflict development practice narrowly focused on security reform, democracy 
building, and market development. It provides several frameworks for understanding why youth 
(primarily young males) are engaged in fighting. Doing so strengthens the association of an age 
cohort with violence, embedding two competing identities of youth –   victim and troublemaker - 
and raises the question of youth agency regulation as a state stability issue. It has influenced the 
construction of youth policy in West Africa and energizes several critical debates in youth 
literature, such as the youth exclusion and fragility debate, the youth as a peacebuilder discourse, 
and the political economy of youth.   
Many scholars have weighed in on the debate about youth affected by the violent conflict, 
which has converged around Urdal's youth bulge theory. Cramer (2015) notes that the youth 
bulge theory is part of the 'job dementia' (Cramer 2015 cited in Amsden (2010)) and that the 
association of violence with labour, the labour market, and unemployment is under-researched 
(Cramer, 2015). Hoffman (2011) suggests that making war is another form of work for many 
West Africans and is “difficult labor under trying conditions’ (p. 34).  Sukarieh and Tannock 
(2018) argue that the youth bulge theory linking global youth to global security has been 
conflated with youthful, expanding populations such as are seen in West Africa and is typically 
seen in relation to "the problem of the lack of economic opportunity" (p. 9). 
 An alternative approach stems from a critique of the liberal peacebuilding model that 
questions key assumptions of the liberal model, particularly the latter’s emphasis on 




dynamics of peacebuilding (Autesserre, 2014). The "local turn" in peacebuilding research 
(MacGinty & Richmond, 2013, p. 763) argues that what happens locally is as important as what 
happens nationally (Roberts, 2011). This approach to peacebuilding illuminates socially 
embedded resources and social learning processes, pointing to various groups' roles or capacities 
in establishing (or re-establishing) social order. It offers the most insights for understanding the 
long-term impact of war and recovery on young people because it examines peacebuilding, like 
war, as something made through social action and something moderated through social action. 
The resulting emphasis on the everyday ways that people and communities organize, 
mobilize, navigate, and ground peacebuilding in their lives elaborates the context and 
interactions for African youth who experienced war as perpetrators and victims, as survivors and 
citizens, as refugees and displaced peoples.  This emphasis on the everyday highlights young 
people’s multiple and fluid identities and how they enact their agency. The critical literature on 
youth and peacebuilding thus views youth in relation to conflict legacies.   
Berents and McEvoy-Levy (2015) note that peacebuilding and post-conflict development 
agendas are full of "youth-ed tropes and structural violence and that patterns of exclusion and 
colonial interventions for youth continue" (p. 268). They note that while young people are 
ideologically central, it is as colonized subjects of the liberal peace. They theorize informal 
livelihood activities as sites of political resistance, suggesting the everyday as a political space. 
The survivalist activities of young people, they argue, are often also conflict transformation 
processes, as their bricolage "involves negotiation with, and sometimes transgression of, 
expected norms” (Berents & McEvoy-Levy, 2015, p. 117).  Structural violence, combined with 




everyday can thus be a site of resistance, a site of conflict transformation, actions, tactics, and 
strategies that combine to build everyday peace.   
 Young people undertaking the challenging transition to adulthood and recovery from 
violent conflict in places like Sierra Leone and Liberia have accordingly become a site of inquiry 
and have contributed to multiple research projects (including this dissertation). The youth in 
conflict literature demonstrates how young people affected by conflict are vulnerable to the 
global economic and social order as the country structures which could be protecting them are 
themselves vulnerable in their reconstruction. This rhetoric of youth empowerment and inclusion 
has not been realized in the policy frameworks, which fail to mainstream their needs except in its 
link to national security.  The paradox of a pre-Ebola rising GDP in these mineral-rich post-
conflict countries and jobless growth and the condition of working joblessness experienced by 
young people is mirrored in their two seemingly unconnected worlds.  One world is marked by a 
hierarchy of domination, which provides discursive norms about democracy, markets, and 
human rights promoted by the state and its associated global regimes. The other, the more 
important one, is the everyday struggle for economic independence, access to essential services, 
and their rights. Through the lens of the everyday perspective, it is possible to see how young 
people assert control over their narratives and lives. Post-conflict legacies viewed through youth 
lens show less visible forms of democratic agency, conflict transformation actions, and informal 
livelihood activities or bricolage can be viewed as a type of political action (Berents & McEvoy-
Levy, 2015).  
This interdisciplinary study set out to describe how some young people work, what skills 
they think they bring to their work and what are their metrics of success.  I found few scholarly 




interdisciplinary study draws on scholarship in multiple disciplines from both scholarly and 
policy research around the contemporary debates about youth about employment. More 
specifically, the theoretical grounding about African youth draws on the discourses about global 
youth, African youth, and youth in conflict. These are three well-known sets of practice and 
theory which are especially relevant for the young people in my research, but which rarely speak 
to one another. From these discourses, I engage with the specific debates related to African 
youth, employment, exclusion and peacebuilding primarily to give shape to the workscapes 
within which young people create their self-employment and enact their bricolage.    
Baker and Nelson’s use of bricolage, in a critical institutionalist perspective, is useful as it 
grounded entrepreneurship in a socially embedded process and is explicitly not an outcome of 
rational efficiency-seeking behaviour like entrepreneurship but is rather a pastiche of the 
borrowed, adapted, and combined institutions at hand in the process of solving resource 
management. Workscapes, inspired by the youthscapes of Maira and Soep from Appadurai’s 
work on cultural flows captures the complexity and dynamism of the space where young people 
work.  The scholarly work of WIEGO network is foundational to thinking about the informal 
economy and the gendered process of informalization. Kate Meagher’s work explicating the 
political economy of the informal space was most useful and I was inspired by the emerging 
theory of the inclusionist approach of Brown and McGranahan (2016) and the use of urban 
informal ecosystems as platforms of inclusion for youth.  African youth, like all youth, are part 
of a global generation affected by neoliberalism which, as an extra local project, is shifting the 
nature of the political economy of growing up.  Social policy action is required to manage the 
market conditions that are promoting flexible production and impacting on young people’s 




Chapter Three:  Methodology 
This chapter elaborates on this dissertation's research methodology, which explores the social 
reality of the productive engagement of self-employed young people in Liberia. This research 
relies on qualitative methods, including interviews and focus groups in Liberia and Sierra Leone 
and a literature review, looking at academic and policy sources to ground my study theoretically. 
Government policy and associated research relevant to youth employment (education, trade, 
labour, and poverty reduction policies) are important secondary sources informing my analysis. 
These include assessment and research reports shaping the policy development processes in both 
Liberia and Sierra Leone. This research also draws on research reports from Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs), scholars, and IOs that illuminate the consequences of policies.   
This methodology chapter is divided into four sections to elaborate on how my research 
question was formulated and then operationalized. The first describes my qualitative approach, 
chosen in order to provide detailed and in-depth descriptions. The second section reviews the 
principles and ideas that form the basis for this research's procedures and strategies. The third 
section reviews the case study method adopted and applied. The fourth outlines the procedures 
followed to observe, collect, and analyze data. 
Qualitative Research 
Qualitative research uses an inductive and non-statistical approach to capture a 
phenomenon as it exists or unfolds, investigating variables under natural conditions in the setting 
in which they are found. Yin (2003) notes that qualitative research has three common foci: 1) a 
focus on lived experience, 2) a focus on interaction, and 3) a focus on the language of human 
beings. Qualitative research seeks to understand people's interpretations of their lives or 




My research seeks to understand the phenomenon under study through the meanings and 
purposes of those involved in the phenomenon. Young people's views and interpretations are of 
primary importance to build knowledge about their workscapes and bricolage. Eliciting the 
views and interpretations of 'stakeholders' who, because of their positions, delineate the praxis 
space of youth employment lends a holistic understanding of where policy and practice intersect 
in the workscapes of young people. 
The tensions between the young people's understandings and priorities and the 
perspectives of other sources such as authorities inform the study, as the non-connections are as 
important as the connections. Highlighting how young people interpret and respond to the 
neoliberal regime of global governance they are subjected to, particularly aspects of the liberal 
peacebuilding model, provides insights into their social reality in a post-conflict state. How other 
stakeholders are responding to the needs of young people is another source of tension and 
information.  Relevant to young people’s social reality is understanding how they respond to 
global flows such as social media, digitalization, computerization, and other less obvious aspects 
such as being a beneficiary (of development practice). 
Guiding Principles 
A set of beliefs and values guide the research's cognitive framing (Guba & Lincoln, 
1994). They shape decisions made in the design and provide the contours of the study. Two 
inter-related factors influence the design of the research study: my world view and the research 
question. These are both inextricably linked to my 28-year experience of raising a family and 
working in West Africa. Violent conflict in Liberia (1989 to 2003) and Sierra Leone (1991 to 
2002) formed the backdrop to my work in the peace and governance sector using media tools of 




young people who were problem-solvers and actively bridged the inexorable divisions of war 
before, during, and after the wars in Sierra Leone and Liberia. I observed the fast-paced 
urbanization and similar trends of young people's creative invention in the urban ecosystem in 
the post-conflict recovery phase. These observations motivated my curiosity to learn more about 
young people's bricolage.   
The West African conflagration, which extended from the late 1980s to the mid-2000s, 
brought attention to the youth demographic. Historically, and in my experience, this social 
demographic was largely invisible and at the bottom of the social hierarchy, seen mainly as 
students in a colonial educational system, labourers in rural agriculture, or miners in diamond 
pits. Yet the decade of conflict in which they played a principal, if not leading, role shifted young 
people to the centre of inquiry and imagination about social change. Conflict and globalization 
have changed their place in the social hierarchy and their imagination about their future. 
Recognized as innovators and 'early adopters'11 of new technologies, young people lead the older 
generation in their uptake. An examination of the workscapes of young people in Liberia's urban 
economies offers insight into the evolving social reality of a post-conflict place and the 
pathologies of the liberal intervention regime's choices.   
My research question provides an orientation for the study, defining specific 
methodological commitments consistent with my preferences. There is much scholarly interest in 
the lack of work which is characterized as youth unemployment or youth underemployment.  
However, few resources were found about how young people work.  My main interest is to 
develop an understanding of how young people make a living and particularly, to learn more 
 




about their attitudes and perceptions, their application of skills in their work, and concerning the 
post-conflict environment where young men were considered a threat to the stability of the 
society.  
A series of 'how' questions animated my broader research question: 1) how do young 
people understand their engagement in the informal economies; 2)  how do they view their 
skillset; 3) how do they decide where, when, and how to deploy their skills; and 4) how do they 
understand their success in the informal economy. A conceptual framing with embedded 'how' 
questions constrains the scope of a study, although it may equally act to limit the inductive 
approach when exploring a phenomenon (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The conceptual framing 
elements bring clarity to the question, which can then be embedded into the tools. Miles and 
Huberman (1994) elaborate on several purposes served by the conceptual framework, including 
identifying who will and will not be included in the study, describing what relationships may be 
present based on logic, theory, or experience, and providing the researcher with the opportunity 
to gather general constructs into 'intellectual bins' (p. 18). 
Three significant elements frame my research question and help to define the primary 
concern. Firstly, I identified implicit propositions in the research question and made these 
explicit to guide the data collection instruments. Secondly, establishing clear boundaries of the 
phenomenon leads to a unit of analysis and observation.  While the observation unit is young 
people working in the urban informal economy's globalized spaces, the unit of analysis is the 
specific workscapes in Liberia and Sierra Leone's urban ecosystem. The third element is the 
relationship between the context and the phenomenon. The profound impact of global regimes 




regimes constrain or limit and enable and facilitate structures and processes, mechanisms, and 
driving factors integral to youth working lives. 
In this research, my worldview values the socio-cultural perspective over the socio-
economic one. Young people's workscapes in the informal urban ecosystem generally have poor 
economic outcomes, and most self-employed people are considered working poor. A 
sociocultural perspective, however, allows the valuing of other outcomes, including the creative 
exercise in this space, the exercise of skills, the experience shaping the workscape, the co-
creation process, the successes, and innovations. It can also help identify the socially embedded 
resources they draw on and the contribution young people are making. This perspective raises 
the spectre of considerations for policymaking choices for raising the returns for self-
employment or transitioning self-employed into better wage-earning or better-paying activities.  
The Case Study Method 
As an empirical research strategy, case study research explores a contemporary 
phenomenon in its context and illuminates the complex factors impacting a phenomenon 
(Corcoran et al., 2004; Yin, 2003). A case study method allows for a fine-grained, interpretive 
description of a bounded phenomenon and propositions to inform the data collection instruments 
(Patton, 1990). It is an appropriate method when the context is important, and when the 
boundaries between the context and the phenomena are not clear (Yin, 1989, p. 23).   
The research question focuses on a social unit within a real-life social context and utilizes 
the case study method to explore a limited set of behaviours (Yin, 2003). It is specific enough to 
define the phenomenon and to reveal the unit of analysis. However, at the same time, it is broad 
enough to capture the conceptual framework that shapes the development of the data collection 




their roles within the larger economy and understand how they mobilize resources to work in a 
penurious environment and their meanings to various interactions.  
A case study entails gathering data around a unit of analysis from multiple sources, 
including interviews, documents, observation, and scholarly literature. Various data sources can 
enhance theory generation and provide additional validity to researchers or participants' 
assertions in the case. Johansson (2003) notes that case study research is a meta-method to 
accommodate multiple data sources in its process. Various data collection methods are used to 
answer different parts of the research question or sub-questions. Triangulation of different data 
sites can strengthen the trustworthiness of the data (Johansson, 2003).    
Johansson (2003) notes three criteria are necessary to identify a case: 1) a complex 
functioning unit, 2) a contemporary phenomenon, and 3) a case that can be investigated within 
its "natural" context using several methods. In this instance, the case as a unit of analysis is the 
workscapes of young people as these are related to global connections in West Africa, and the 
unit of observation is young people. The complex functioning unit is the informal urban 
ecosystem in Monrovia. The contemporary nature of the phenomenon relates to the current 
expansion of the informal economy, youth unemployment crises, the so-called 'mismatch' of 
skills for the labour market, failing returns to tertiary education, anxieties about technology and 
work, and young people's aspiration and need for work (ILO, 2020). The natural context where 
the investigation takes place is in Monrovia, Liberia, where young people are working in their 
everyday life situation. The kinds of selected work were recognized as 'new' types of informal 
work defined as those that seemed to leverage global connections.  
Two main factors shaped the design of the research proposal and informed the choice of 




and access to the research site facilitated by logistics around locations to optimize the expense.  
The case study is in urban Monrovia in Liberia. Liberia was a laboratory for the global conflict 
management process, and Monrovia, as the capital city of this small country, hosted the 
international peacebuilding project for 15 years. Monrovia is also the base of the national 
economy and is by far the country's largest city. The local context is elaborated on in chapter 4.  
The case study combines empirical research conducted in Monrovia, Liberia, with 
secondary sources on the policy and development framing of young people's workscapes. 
Interviews with youth, policymakers, development practitioners, educational authorities, and 
employers elicited information on their bricolage and framed elements of their workscapes.  
Follow-on interviews conducted in Freetown, Sierra Leone, provided an important comparative 
analytic to illuminate the phenomenon of bricolage of self-employed Liberians.  
A case study deploys the analytic of comparison. Comparison is a fundamental tool for 
analysis and can play a central role in concept formation as it brings into focus similarities and 
contrasts between cases (Collier, 1993). It also supports the process of theory or concept 
building, which is relevant to inductive analysis (Charmaz, 2014). Most relevant are the 
similarities and differences between young people's perceptions of employers, youth-serving 
NGO personnel, and the authorities. Neighbouring countries like Sierra Leone have common key 
social, political, and economic conditions and demographic and economic trends. Similar 
international forces have impacted their social policy development. Thus, to supplement the 
Liberia case analysis and trends, interviews structured along the lines developed in the Monrovia 
research were conducted in Freetown, Sierra Leone, with young people respondents, key 




instance, the comparison analytic is relevant as global regimes and ODA heavily influence the 
social policy regimes adopted by Liberia and Sierra Leone. 
Neighbouring Sierra Leone and Liberia have many parallels drawn between them as small 
West African countries with similar demography and a growing youth cohort and as extractive 
sites for minerals required for the global economy. The shared experience of a decade of war 
brought these two countries to the international community's attention such that they became 
sites for research on fragile states and other issues related to their experience of liberal 
interventionism as a conflict resolution approach. Both countries hosted United Nations-led 
peacekeeping missions and received foreign assistance to end their respective wars. The 
Comprehensive Peace Agreements (CPAs) negotiated for each provided comparable roadmaps 
for emerging from violent conflict. Sierra Leone and Liberia share this experience of global 
governance as international forces, and global regimes have shaped their policy frameworks. The 
global peacebuilding regime supported super-charged national policy formulation, including 
initiatives designed to govern youth. Accordingly, young people's everyday lives are remarkably 
alike in both countries regarding employment: working joblessness is the primary condition of 
self-employed youth whose numbers dominate the informal economy. Analogous political, 
economic, social, and geographical dimensions shape young people's workscapes in the urban 
ecosystems of Freetown and Monrovia 
 There were two anticipated goals for this case study. The primary one was to develop an 
in-depth understanding of young people's perceptions of their skill set and how they deploy these 
skills in Monrovia's informal urban economies. The second was to illuminate the workscapes of 
young people, including the connections and disconnections with policy and programs for youth 




and improve practice. Accordingly, this dissertation aims to contribute to youth skills 
development, youth empowerment practice, and youth employment programming, central to 
Liberia and Sierra Leone’s development agenda.   
Research Process 
The data analysis and data collection methods must be congruent, drawn from the same 
empirical research paradigm, and sharing similar ontological commitments. A qualitative 
approach provides understandings from an insider's perspective; thus, the method includes tools 
that collect data from the participants and others related to the phenomenon. The case study 
research strategy and creative inductive analysis share the ontology that permits multiple 
meanings of reality, and individuals involved construct the meaning of experiences and events. 
These two approaches work together in social inquiries that explore social processes and 
interactions usually contained in a bounded system of a phenomenon in its real-world context.  
Both the case study and inductive analysis process recognize the researcher's involvement in 
constructing interpretations (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The qualitative paradigm influences the 
research process as it focuses on human beings' interpretation of their social reality. 
Empirical data was collected in in-person interviews with young people and key 
informants and focus group discussions.  The interviews in Freetown, Sierra Leone, were 
conducted using a semi-structured interview tool, rescripted as a result of the experience of the 
Monrovia interviews. They followed a long narrative form that enabled an in-depth exploration 
of how young people described their bricolage navigation. A local NGO focused on youth 
services, Coordination Centre for Youth Agency (CCYA), helped to identify youth respondents 
and appropriate government officials, employers, and service providers to interview. The 




than those in Liberia. I realized in Liberia that a significant disconnect existed between the 
perception of skills on the part of the young people and those in authority.  I thus was able to 
focus on young Freetonians’  bricolage and workscapes narratives from the outset.  I secured 
informed consent for all interviews; the interviews were recorded and then transcribed. 
In developing the sample, two guiding principles ensured relevant and useful empirical 
data. The first principle was to interview those judged best informed. The second principle was 
to interview a large enough sample to get enough information. The sampling strategy included a 
sampling frame to guide the identification of participants and key stakeholders for in-person 
interviews.  Overall, as seen in Table 1, 114 people were interviewed in Liberia and Sierra 
Leone, 75 percent of whom were men, and 25 percent were women.  Of this, 74 percent were 
youth, and 26 percent were stakeholders.   
Table 1: 
Sample Composition in Liberia (Lib) and Sierra Leone (SL) 
The sample was bounded to manage the case study's scope in this small cohort empirical 
study. Specific characteristics defined the population of interest, age, location, and specific 
economic activities. Age parameters defining youth as a social group between 15 – 35 years of 
age draw from Liberia's national youth policy. Urban dwellers mean, in this instance, that they 
reside in the capital city Monrovia, Liberia, or in Freetown, Sierra Leone.  
Productive activities in the informal economy, in its bureaucratic form, usually refer to 
the ILO definition, "Employment in the informal sector includes all jobs in informal sector 
  Lib Men Women SL Men Women Total 
Youth  57 44 13 27 15 12 84 
Stakeholders 21 18 3 9 8 1 30 




enterprises or all persons who, during a given reference period, were employed in at least one 
informal sector enterprise, irrespective of their status in employment and whether it was their 
main or a secondary job." (Hussmans, 2002, p. 2). In this dissertation, I follow Hart's (2006) 
description of informal work "the every day leveraging of opportunities, and that these "forms 
[may be] largely invisible to the bureaucratic gaze" (Hart, 2006).  The activities selected are 
those recognized by NGO workers as ''newer forms' of livelihoods where young people are 
engaged. The implication is that with globalization, other opportunities and spaces have 
emerged, which young people exploit for their work.  
Participants in the study are central to the unit of analysis, including the young people 
respondents and the stakeholders. Youth respondents are those young people working in the 
informal economy in Monrovia or Freetown, who are identified by the type of work they do. 
Stakeholders are those informants who have direct bearing and information on the context within 
which the unit of analysis is found. Stakeholders are authorities who are engaged with young 
people in their productive lives in four sub-categories. These are policymakers (i.e., government 
ministries such as youth, labour, education, and trade), service providers (vocational and 
technical training institutes or youth development programs), advocacy organizations (around 
youth issues and more particularly youth livelihood or work), and employers.  
Seventy-nine percent of the respondents in the Monrovia sample were men, and 21 
percent were women. The officeholders (OH) respondents, including civil servants, Technical 
and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutions, and NGO executives, included only 
one woman, reflecting entrenched gender norms in the Liberian society. The gender norms 
follow a traditional and conservative pattern and operate in the larger economy, legal framework, 




through deeply-embedded, culturally-constructed masculinity. The institutionalized gender 
inequality takes many forms, including reserving elite social and professional spaces for men and 
delegating less prestigious or subservient places to women. Despite global celebration when 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was elected Liberia's President and became the first female African head of 
state in modern history (served 2006-2018), leadership positions in most public and 
governmental organizations are male-dominated.   
Identifying the sample combined purposive sampling and snowball techniques. The point 
of purposive sampling was to find information-rich respondents to illuminate the central issues 
important to the social reality of young people's working lives. Snowball techniques helped to 
identify other youth respondents. The combined approach was designed to identify a small and 
dynamic sample. In selecting respondents, dimensions of interest included a list of different 
types of work and access points to locate these respondents. Interviewing was limited to one 
respondent per location and one stakeholder per institution in Monrovia and Freetown. Interview 
sampling continued until it seemed that no or little new information was forthcoming. The 
sample was not representative of young Liberians or young Liberians working in the informal 
urban ecosystem, but it provides a range of viewpoints and highlights young people's working 
lives.  
Youth-serving NGO staff helped identify contemporary forms of service delivery in the 
economy and identify information-bearing respondents. NGOs working in the youth 
empowerment or advocacy space in Monrovia and Freetown knew who the information carriers 
were and who might be prepared to share their story, so they were well-placed to identify 
appropriate respondents. In Monrovia, Search for Common Ground (SFCG) has extensive 




engagement with the Federation of Liberia Youth (FLY). FLY is a membership-based youth 
organization representing the interests of youth across Liberia. In Sierra Leone, the Centre for 
Coordination of Youth Activities (CCYA) supported the research. The NGOs contributed to the 
sampling in four ways: 1) to identify specific key stakeholders, 2) to identify new forms of 
activities in the Monrovia informal economy, 3) to identify and access documents of relevance to 
the research study, and 4) to identify appropriate young people respondents who would share 
their story.  
The reason for involving others in collecting data was to ensure I received authentic 
information from young people. In the initial testing of interview instruments, I found that young 
people were not as open with me as Patrick, a field assistant helping to test the tools. Three 
factors likely counted against the free flow of information. First, the young respondents probably 
thought that I was a development worker, which may have led them to speak to me as an 
authority in the development context and perform the beneficiary role. Indeed, I am a 
development worker, although not an authority in the sense of a subject matter specialist. Since I 
have held responsibility and decision making roles for NGOs, I could be considered an authority 
by others. This meant they might have been telling me what they thought I wanted to hear, as is 
the practice in many communities that have borne the brunt of development aid practice over the 
years. A second factor could have been a complex mix of age, race, and sex.  As a late-middle-
aged white female, my life experiences could not have been any more different than theirs. 
Thirdly, the guided question format initially asked specific questions rather than tapping directly 
into their free-flow narratives.   
The research team was composed of three people, an NGO worker (a peer of the youth 




research team to collect data rather than a single individual creates more confidence in the data 
and increases the likelihood of surprising findings (Eisenhardt, 1989). An important data source 
was the debriefing discussions between the three of us after the interviews.  I led the research, 
designed the research methodology, the sampling strategy, the data collection tools, tested the 
tools, and developed research plans. I interviewed key informants while Patrick Masuba, as a 
field assistant (FA), conducted most young people interviews. Patrick and I completed the Tri-
Council Policy Statement:  Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans Course for Research 
Ethics in September 2015. The third person who joined our group was a dedicated staff member 
from the local NGO who helped identify the young people respondents and facilitated the focus 
group discussions. The data was enriched by having complementary insights from the research 
group and various perspectives, increasing the chance of having insights from the data.     
The NGOs convened their staff and brainstormed a list of emerging or 'new' informal 
economic opportunities engaging young people and access points. Several locations in 
Monrovia's urban environment that afforded some privacy for interviewing were selected. They 
also recommended the stakeholders and shared a list of contacts. A research plan incorporated 
the information and included an overall schedule, a list of agreed interview targets, some contact 
coordinates, and locations to guide the research.  
The first step was familiarizing the research mechanisms, including confidentiality and 
privacy, and the interview tools. My research assistant and the assigned NGO assistant began a 
three-hour session with a code of conduct briefing highlighting privacy, informed consent, and 
confidentiality. In a second session, my research assistant and I reviewed some interviewing 




informed consent with willing respondents before the interview, seeking approval for recording 
the interview, and scheduling an appropriate time and location with minimum noise and privacy.  
An information sheet (approved in the ethics review) was shared with each possible 
participant and the stakeholder the day before an interview. Informed consent was sought in 
writing with the stakeholders and orally, before the interview, with the youth participants. Once 
the interview was completed, the respondents were asked if they knew others who might 
participate. The respondent was encouraged to contact that person directly and seek consent 
before sharing contacts with the interviewers. After the interview, each youth participant was 
given a small token of appreciation (a $20 US credit for a mobile phone). This intended gift was 
not mentioned in the introduction to the interview, although presumably, those referred from 
previous respondents knew about it.   
The intention of using a semi-structured interview was to make it seem like a natural 
exploratory conversation, as the most culturally appropriate method for gathering information. 
Liberians and Sierra Leoneans have a historical oral tradition, and storytelling is an integral part 
of their culture to share experiences and pass on historical information. The interviewing method 
was direct one person to the other, informal, and took place in private or semi-private places 
where others could not overhear the questions. This location was usually close to the site where a 
youth respondent was working. Respondents did not have to speak English and expressed 
themselves in the language in which they were comfortable. The language was mainly a local 
pidgin called Liberian English in Liberia and Krio in Sierra Leone. The discussion's cultural 
appropriateness is an important factor in keeping with the language, norms, and values of the 
individuals and group informants. The respondents were encouraged to answer the questions 




The youth respondents’ group is divided into two age categories: younger youth - 18 to 
24 and older - 25 to 35.  Age categories are not natural and represent certain social practices and 
the practice of public policymaking.  Separating into an older and younger group was a device to 
understand differences between younger people starting their bricolage careers and older youth 
who have been practicing bricolage for some time. Table 2 shows how the sample was almost 
equally split between younger and older age groups.  Women were more represented in the 
younger group displaying the gendered dimensions of the informal economy.  
Table 2: 
Younger and Older Youth Categories 
After an initial ten interviews with men youth respondents in Monrovia, testing the 
interview instruments, it was clear that our understanding of some specific words and their use 
needed further development. Initially, young people respondents talked about work as different 
from a job. Skills, a term used in the interview tool, was interpreted by the respondents to be 
only reading and writing, i.e., limited to those learned in school. Focus group discussions (FGDs) 
with other youth (not those in the sample for interviews) examined everyday understandings of 
concepts such as skills, work, jobs, and globalization and were wide-ranging discussions about 
the meanings of particular words and from where those words originated. Five FGDs helped to 
unpack local understandings of these terminologies. The outcomes informed the modification of 
Youth respondents 
Total 
Lib Men Women 
Total 
SL Men Women 
Grand 
Total 
Younger 40 27 13 21 11 10 41 
Older 17 17 0 6 4 2 33 




the standardized instruments and, more particularly, for the FA and his approach in the 
interviews, to understand how these abstract notions are discussed in the common parlance.  
The exchanges were recorded with the approval of the respondents. The interviewing 
tools were constantly refined, and the number of questions was reduced as the respondents 
became restless when interviews took too long.  Some questions or sections did not elicit 
answers that were of any interest (on security and safety), where it was evident other questions 
were of more interest to the interviewees (how they make their living).  Each recorded interview 
was conducted in-person with a tailored discussion guide. An interview offered the opportunity 
to elicit more in-depth information than a survey provides. Thus, each interview was like a 
conversation and was unique in the direction it took. Documentation of the interviews included a 
contact summary sheet with bulleted highlights and a brief recording by the interviewer on her or 
his interview content thoughts.  Patrick and I discussed each interview, and these discussions 
were transcribed and were included in the data set.  
Three interview tools were used to collect data from the respondents and are in Appendix 
1.  For the FGDs, four questions were developed around themes.  The in-person interviews with 
young people used a standardized survey-like guided question tool, with questions organized into 
five sections.  Some of the questions were open-ended while others were closed, and youth 
respondents were encouraged to share their own stories, with some of the questions acting as 
prompts. The interview guide became shorter as the number of interviews increased as individual 
sections elicited repetitive answers.  Some of the questions were revised.  One complete section 
of the interview guide on security perceptions was eliminated to shorten the interview processing 
as the answers were all similar and seemed unrealistic. Each interview was in some way different 




adapted to various authorities or stakeholders, whether it was a government authority, an 
employer, or an officeholder in an educational institution (TVET) or development program. The 
non-standard interview guide allowed conversations to develop more naturally.  
All data were in a voice-recorded form. These were transferred from the voice recorder 
(and erased) to my laptop, where they were secured in a locked file. These were then transcribed 
from an English patois into English. As the transcripts were completed, the voice recordings 
were deleted. Contact summary sheets are in a locked file on my computer.  
The interviews in Freetown, Sierra Leone, were conducted using a semi-structured 
interview tool rescripted by the experience of interviews in Monrovia, Liberia. They were a long 
narrative form for in-depth exploring of how young people described their bricolage navigation.  
From the Liberia interviews, I learned that the interviewees were more interested in sharing their 
stories than answering the dull questions of the guided questions. As a result, the discussion with 
key stakeholders and young people in Sierra Leone was more wide-ranging and less formalistic 
than those in Liberia, as giving people the chance to talk about their bricolage elicited their 
interest.  These discussions were led by informed consent and recorded, then transcribed.  
I used NVivo software to analyze qualitative data as an efficient way to organize data and 
illuminate the themes. NVivo is a qualitative data analysis (QDA) computer software explicitly 
designed for qualitative researchers working with text-based and multimedia information.  The 
digitalized interview transcripts were uploaded into NVivo and coded in themes using the notes 
in the margins and ideas from the copy's multiple readings. Through this coding process, the text 
is divided into various groupings and categories, including major or minor themes, unusual 




codes. At the end of marking the text, the codes are reviewed, and repetition is eliminated as 
similar codes are consolidated into groups or categories.   
Qualitative research and case study methods have some 'measures' to strengthen rigour, 
trustworthiness, and credibility to anchor research quality (Golafshani, 2003). Guba (1991) notes 
four criteria; truth value (or credibility), applicability, consistency, and neutrality uphold the 
study's quality. Some consensus exists on procedures to anchor these criteria in qualitative 
research, such as multiple methods of gathering data in which triangulation can enhance the 
trustworthiness of the findings (Corcoran et al., 2004).  
I integrated procedures to safeguard and strengthen quality into my research study design. 
Several threads of data make up the data set, including the interviews of young people and key 
informants, debriefings of the research team after each interview, researcher process notes, and 
field observations and data from other documents. Data is mainly descriptive, and its richness 
speaks to the positioning of the informants. The nature of the instrument tools used enhanced the 
trustworthiness of the findings. The semi-structured interview allowed detailed descriptions as 
respondents were encouraged to share their stories rather than being constrained to a specific 
item in a question. Ultimately, the study's credibility will be judged by how human experience 
descriptions are immediately recognized by individuals who share the same experience.   
Besides the detailed descriptions that the semi-structured interviews elicited, the research 
question propositions are explicitly linked to the development of interview tools.  This measure 
supports securing the applicability of the findings. In Guba's terminology, this refers to the 
transferability of the findings. With a small non-representative sample, generalizations are not 




Practicing reflexivity is integral to trustworthiness as a measure of quality. While in the 
case study methodology, the researchers are a vital tool in the data collection, their bias is 
considered in the notion of reflexivity. The influence of researchers on responses and behaviours 
was examined in an ongoing and iterative way throughout the research process, leading to the 
design's emergent features. It meant bringing in an assistant who shared similar cultures and ages 
as the young people respondents to elicit stories. Developing and sharing of opinions of young 
people in a peaceful patriarchal society is a relatively recent behaviour. Although Liberia is 
ranked highly on young people's civil and political rights (see Commonwealth Youth Index), 
normative biases (such as skilled and unskilled, educated and uneducated, literate and illiterate) 
are deeply entrenched in this postcolonial-type society.  
The data's trustworthiness was increased through two measures; 1) ensuring interviews 
were done with a person closer to the lived experience of the young people respondents, and 2) 
debriefing with the interviewer about his or her thoughts on the interview content. Ensuring 
interviewers and respondents were fully briefed about privacy and confidentiality was important 
to allow respondents to speak truthfully and spontaneously, as much as possible.  
Dependability of the data is another criterion of trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 
It points to the stability or reliability of the findings if the study were replicated. At the outset of 
data collection, some core concepts and terminology were being used differently by respondents. 
After ten interviews testing the interview instruments, it was evident that we needed to 
understand respondents' use of vocabulary and framings in the local parlance. The FGDs 
explored terminologies such as job, work, informal employment, and some core concepts such as 




Finally, a combination approach to the sampling logic strengthens the quality of the 
findings. Sampling methods were intended to maximize the range of information. A list of 
'newer' productive activities in the informal economy beforehand with NGO partners and 
identifying information carriers strengthens the findings' transferability. Triangulation of data is 
a way of testing the data with members of relevant human data source groups. 
Summary 
This dissertation is in the interpretive tradition using qualitative methods to understand 
how young people are deploying their skills and how they regard their skills in the context of 
their workscapes. It is intended to generate some ideas that have operational applicability to 
improve youth development programming (Corcoran et al., 2004). The study deploys a data-
centered approach using an inductive process where the researcher is the primary data collection 
instrument. It relies mainly on empirical evidence of bricoleurs' daily lives or young people 
making a living in the informal economy. Data is derived from in-person semi-structured 
interviews and discussions conducted in Monrovia, Liberia, and some in-person interviews in 
Freetown, Sierra Leone.  Discussions with authorities responsible for policy and development 
programming related to young people and their work also informed the research.  
 
Chapter Four:  Liberia, Sweet Land of Liberty:  The Case 
This chapter describes the Liberian context for the youth bricoleurs discussed in the next 
chapter. It begins with locating Liberia’s development agenda and then an historical sketch. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, Liberia was one of sub-Saharan Africa's fastest-growing economies and a 




highest poverty rate: over 50 percent of the population lives in extreme poverty (Cilliers, 2018, p. 
12). A civil war sparked a regional conflagration that lasted over a decade and erased any 
development or infrastructure gains Liberia had made in the past. This war constituted the 
formative experience of contemporary young Liberians. The second section elaborates on the 
effects of the post-conflict liberal peacebuilding model in Liberia, including the supercharged 
policy developments that frame the spaces where young people are creating work. The third 
section draws the contours of the young people's workscapes situated in a post-conflict labour 
market and private sector in urban Monrovia, Liberia.  
Liberia’s Development Agenda 
As in much of sub-Saharan Africa, youth unemployment and underemployment are vital 
issues in Liberia for several reasons. Youth populations in sub-Saharan Africa expected to grow 
into the foreseeable future drive social policy imperatives to provide access to essential services, 
such as education and health, and to harness young peoples' productivity for their own and the 
country's well-being. Secondly, from the perspective of national and global policymakers, high 
rates of youth unemployment and underemployment are linked to instability (Locke & Te 
Lintelo, 2012). In national and global policy framing, youth unemployment is characterized as a 
security threat. Lastly, in Liberia, after more than a decade of violent war, young people were 
promised a peace dividend, one they envisioned in the form of jobs and gainful work 
(Batmanglich & Enria, 2014). 
Liberia is a small, fragile but resource-rich nation of fewer than five million people 
located on Africa's west coast. Its economic collapse, which predated the war, was spectacular – 
"the largest on modern record" (Werker & Pritchett, 2017, p. 2).  In the 1960s, Liberia had 




al., 1966, p. 118).  Yet, its economic and political order came to be engulfed by a war that its 
growth model helped create. The country's exclusionary social, political, and economic systems 
produced "growth without development" (Clower et al., 1966) as a small, privileged elite 
captured the benefits of GDP growth. The elite was the ruling class of Americo-Liberian settlers, 
who collaborated with international interlocutors to benefit from resource extraction.  
The country's development challenges are deeply rooted in the structural logic of a 
political and economic order that has not been transformed by the decade long wars. Liberia's 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) report characterized the civil conflict as having 
"historical antecedents woven deeply into Liberia's troubled socio-political and psychological 
culture" (Liberia Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2009). The National Human 
Development Report (2006) of the Liberian government states, "Historically, a highly centralized 
power structure and a client-patron political system in Liberia inhibited good governance, 
transparency, and accountability. It instead promoted a culture where loyalty stood over 
competence and where political power was used to access economic opportunities for the patron, 
his family, and his associates" (p. 51). The exclusionary social, political, and economic system, 
which brought about Liberia's decade long civil war, continues to this day. 
 Following the war, Liberia became a laboratory for international peacebuilding efforts 
and their effects. As a critical site for applying newly fashioned multidimensional global 
governance tools, it was also a site of inquiry for researchers and scholars. It was one of the first 
countries where the UN implemented the so-called universal standards for peacebuilding, often 
referred to in the literature as the liberal peacebuilding model and tested a harmonized delivery 
model adopted by the UN 'Delivering As One' (DAO). DAO entailed coordinating the UN with 




Fund, and the International Finance Corporation (Kohler, 2011). These models generated a 
dizzying array of IO documents, policy documents, and research findings.   
The UN peacebuilding capacity deployed in Liberia for over 15 years involved investing 
millions of dollars in ending the war and supporting reconstruction.  The global peacebuilding 
initiative was declared a success by the then US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton.  However, 
critics argue that the global peacebuilding initiative succeeded in preparing Liberia for 
participation in the global economy (with its mineral wealth) but did not catalyze meaningful 
changes in the national economy or support social reform. The post-conflict reconstruction 
phase's failure is often linked to the post-conflict agenda's inability to address historical 
inequalities (Kurz, 2010). 
Historical Antecedents of War in Liberia 
As noted above, the peacebuilding literature often identifies Liberia's historical 
development as the civil war's root cause (Brown, 2017). Liberia's history is important for this 
dissertation because of its violent and divisive nature. According to some scholars, no unified 
narrative of Liberia's political, economic history exists (Werker & Pritchett, 2017). The political 
and economic order is likened to an oligarchy ruling a social structure with rigid control of 
economic and political means (Chezem, 1964, p. 1).  
The development of the Liberian polity has a distinctive trajectory in the West African 
sub-region. Its history of colonialization is one step removed from that of its neighbours in the 
sense of dominion by an external nation. Two groups comprise the Liberian polity, a tribal or 
indigenous society, and a settler society called Americo-Liberians mainly freed or former slaves 
from the United States. Liberia formed as a nation through the domination of the indigenous 




that served their interests and perpetuated poverty, political discontent, corruption, and nepotism. 
The indigenous and settler societies were unequally provisioned in terms of health, education, 
and socio-economic outcomes. This apparent division was evident in family names, behavioral 
codes, and residence locale (Brown, 2017).   
 Liberia was established as Africa's first independent republic in 1847 by peoples who 
emigrated from the United States of America with support from the American Colonialisation 
Society.12 The settlers built a plantation economy of rubber, palm oil, and coffee. For 130 years, 
this economy drew labour from the rural areas to support an urban settler political and economic 
elite. The settler elite exerted control through a one-party state to which all the government 
institutions were subordinated. Based on the exploitation of natural resources and agricultural 
labour, Liberia's economy heavily depended on foreign demand for its agro-products. The agro-
enclave provided stability and economic development for the settlers resulting in an economy 
that provisioned the settler elites but not the predominantly poor rural indigenous society (Kurz, 
2010).  
Resentment of the settler domination was intense and deeply entrenched in the rural 
hinterlands, where an increasingly brutal set of social and political relations was used to exploit 
labour for the plantation economy. Before colonization, the indigenous society was mainly a 
stateless society made up of "congeries of small ethnic groupings" who were engaged in 
agriculture. According to Jones and Johnson, "the tribal societies historically had low levels of 
 
12 In 1822, the American Colonization Society (ACS), a private organization based in the United States, brought a 
group of freed slaves from the U.S. to settle at Cape Mesurado and establish an African-American colony. The ACS 
facilitated the settlement of additional freed slaves from the U.S. as well as re-captives intercepted by the U.S. Navy 
in the Atlantic Ocean who founded the independent Republic of Liberia in 1847. The descendants of freed slaves 
called “Americo-Liberians” or “Congos,” dominated Liberia’s political and economic institutions under the True 





social differentiation due in part to their isolation from the main trade and slaving routes" 
(quoted from Jones and Johnson 1980 in Brown 2017, p. 133). Tribal leaders or chiefs operated 
through wealthy patrons who could marshal male youth labour for agriculture activities, and their 
wealth was dispersed through inheritance. Power did not coalesce into stable multigenerational 
leadership, and so, unlike their neighbours in the sub-region, traditional chieftaincies were not 
deeply entrenched in its structures. As Liberia's economy began to take form, earning power 
shifted toward younger, more mobile men who could participate in the plantation economy. With 
the Liberian state's emergence, traditional leaders were rendered politically and socially 
peripheral and eventually entirely subordinated to the Liberian government (Brown, 2017, p. 
133).  
In the late 1970s, a revolution began in the urban areas, and in the 1980s, a group of 
junior soldiers of indigenous origin overthrew the Americo-Liberian political elites. This event 
formally ended the Americo-Liberian elite's political domination and launched an era of political 
turmoil and social and economic upheaval. Oppression had united indigenous society against the 
settler hegemony enough to start the revolution, but indigenous society itself was fragmented by 
social competition and emerging identities. The military government was ill-prepared to rule, 
which led to a succession of political crises. The result of the multidimensional exigencies of 
underdevelopment was war.   
In 1989 war broke out beginning from the border with Côte d'Ivoire, with rebel attacks 
led by Charles Taylor, an Americo-Liberian. The ethnic reprisals by government troops against 
the group seen to be supporting the insurgents (primarily those living in the border zone with 
Côte d'Ivoire) set the tone for the rest of the war as lines of conflict were drawn mainly in tribal 




identities, divisions, and resentments. Two principal tactics used by militia leaders reflect the 
historicity of the plantation economy: 1) mobility of a large population of young men and 2) the 
ability of militia leaders to mobilize and organize young men. 
In 1990, the murder of the President launched a period of privatized violence. The 
opposing factions were mainly composed of indigenous people, and the proliferation of rival 
militias drew in dissident elements in the sub-regional diaspora. Between 1990 and 1996,  13 
ceasefires and nine peace agreements were negotiated, eventually culminating in signing the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2003. The peace process negotiation was supported 
by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), a regional economic grouping 
with a representation of the 16 West African states and the international community but 
dominated by individuals bargaining for personal advantage (Brown, 2017). The arrangements 
for a transitional government set the stage for treating the state like 'booty,' dividing the spoils' 
among rebel leaders given various ministries' leadership. The CPA culminated in a national 
election held in 1999, which was won handily by Charles Taylor. Renowned for his violent and 
single-minded drive for power and the recruitment of child soldiers into Small Boy Units 
(SBUs), Taylor's win was the outcome of a flawed conflict resolution process and signified the 
widespread fear of a brutalized population.  
The Liberian conflict challenged conventional theories of war. In the global media, iconic 
photographs captured scenes of oddly clad children making war with AK 47s on the deserted 
streets of a destroyed Monrovia. The media's iconic images illuminated the novel aspects of 
these "new wars" (Kaldor, 2012), displaying young people as victims and perpetrators of an 
unheard-of level of brutality experienced by citizens. Such images drew global attention to the 




peasant-on-peasant aspect, the proliferation of factions and charismatic warlords, and the lack of 
any coherent ideology to guide the struggle (Brown, 2017).  
Two normative assumptions of war contested by this 'new wars' theory were, 1) the binary 
function of victim and perpetrator, and 2) that civil-military relations' stability is garnered 
through a hearts and minds approach (Kaldor, 2012). Taylor's win at the ballot box suggests that 
success is gained by shattering and dividing societies in these new wars. This reinforces the 
notion that the state and its resources are a  prize to be won by the victors rather than a 
democratic ideal of service leadership, thus recreating the African patrimonial state (Reno, 
1995).  
A political economy of war centered on extracting valuable resources such as gold, 
diamonds, and timber, had sustained Liberia's decade-long conflict.  These natural resources 
became a currency for warlords, and their value chains generated significant interest amongst 
international journalists, policymakers, academia, and regional governments and development 
institutions (Atkinson, 1997). The political economy provided entry points for civil society and 
investigative journalists to mobilize around the conveyance and provenance of the 'conflict' 
resources and ultimately implicated global consumers. Comprehensive media coverage resulted 
in international action involving governments, civil society, and the UN. Ultimately, this global 




an international certification scheme for conflict diamonds, and eventually, a global policy on 
forest protection.13, 14     
The political economy of Liberia's war generated scholarly and policy interest in these 
"new kinds of war" (Kaldor, 2012; Richards, 2005, 2006) driven not by political ideology but by 
identity politics, involving a brutal mixture of violence, crime, and human rights violations with 
massive economic and social ramifications.  Such interest resulted in crafting a conflict 
management capacity, including the deployment of UN peacebuilding troops. It drew the 
attention of economic theorists like Paul Collier and political economists like Henrik Urdal, who 
applied innovative lenses to the "new wars." Collier (2004) deployed economic metrics to social 
determinants of war and found that one legacy of civil war is an increased risk of future civil war 
(Collier & Hoeffler, 2004).15  This finding gave impetus to national and international 
policymakers to reduce the perceived increased risk as conflict and post-conflict periods of a 
nation-state are costly for all stakeholders, including the global community. Of particular 
importance for this dissertation, it drew the attention to young people as a site of inquiry, 
particularly in their association with violence (Munive 2010, 2011, 2017; Militsi, 2012; Podder 
2015; Richards, 2009; Sommers 2007, 2015; Utas 2003, 2008). Urdal's demographic arguments 
 
13 The Kimberley process is a certification scheme designed to stop the trade in ‘conflict diamonds' and ensure that 
diamond purchases were not financing violence by rebel movements and their allies seeking to undermine legitimate 
governments. In December 2000, the UN’s General Assembly adopted a landmark resolution supporting the creation 
of an international certification scheme for rough diamonds. The scheme sets out the requirements for controlling 
rough diamond production and trade and entered into force in 2003, when participating countries began to 
implement its rules. https://www.kimberleyprocess.com/en/about 
14 Non governmental organizations such as Global Witness (www.globalwitness.org) began operations in 1993 with 
a mission to expose the hidden links between demand for natural resources, corruption, armed conflict and 
environmental destruction Arrest of business people marketing timber from Liberia is ongoing work of Global 
Witness https://www.globalwitness.org/en/blog/conviction-dutch-timber-trader-complicity-war-crimes-should-
make-industry-sit-and-think/ 
15 The central scholarly puzzle of war has always been why do they happen when they are so costly (James Fearon).  




about the youth bulge motivated connections between unemployment and stability and reified a 
trope of 'idle young men' as a security threat (Urdal, 2007, 2011).  
The global community hailed Liberia as a successful peacebuilding initiative. The 2006 
election of the first female African President, Madame Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, a veteran politician 
and former technocrat with the World Bank, was welcomed by Liberians and IOs alike as a 
chance to end the violence. According to the Kroc Institute, Liberia met 88 percent of the reform 
requirements in the CPA, including legislating a Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
However, Liberia's peace is still considered fragile despite more than 15 years of UN 
peacekeepers' presence16, the investment of millions of dollars of ODA, and three democratic 
elections (Kurz, 2010).  For most of the population, even before the devastating 2014 Ebola 
epidemic, the benefits of peace were few, if any (Brown, 2017, p. 125). The country has now 
entered another phase under the leadership of former international soccer star, President George 
Weah, who embodies the dream of many West African male youth who see soccer as a ticket to 
the good life (Esson, 2012).   
The Post-Conflict Agenda and Supercharged Policy Formulation 
After an almost 20-year hiatus in policy development,  following the election of Ellen 
Johnson Sirleaf as President, the Liberian state began to develop a plan. After years of no 
governance, managing a budget made up of ODA that involved collaboration with 19 UN 
agencies and three international financial institutions would be a formidable task at the best of 
times. The IOs drove the post-conflict reconstruction and development planning agenda based on 
their model of conflict management. This liberal interventionist model included using the 
 




Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) -- a central planning tool of the World Bank's 
Strategy, to develop a post-conflict peacebuilding and development agenda for Liberia.17     
Alongside the PRSP, the UN Development Assistance Framework and the Delivering as 
One (DAO) mechanism sought to harmonize UN agencies' planning and entry points. Instead, it 
generated an enormously bureaucratic process focused on economic recovery, infrastructure, and 
state rebuilding and facilitated a supercharged policy formulation period across multiple 
ministries. The resulting policies replicated IO concepts and good practice, embedding them in 
domestic policy, but failed to achieve policy coherence across the multiple ministries (Kohler, 
2011). In a fragile state where foreign aid (ODA) is the largest part of the budget, the very 
processes or events that created the fragility limit the ability to provide leadership, coordinate 
donors, and manage policy. 
The PRSP, as the primary planning tool, is not explicitly designed for peacebuilding. It is 
primarily a tool focused on economic recovery. Economic recovery and state-building grounded 
in liberalism reflect a simplified view that economic growth, as measured in increased GDP, 
improves well being and results in employment growth. The Interim PRSP in 2005 was the first 
Liberian government document to fully acknowledge peacebuilding, highlighting how initiatives 
and activities were undertaken rather than focusing on the types of initiatives and activities. It 
introduced language and concepts such as inclusiveness and empowerment into the policy 
discourses. Of particular importance here, these concepts, which reflected the Bank's analysis of 
root cause issues of conflict in Liberia (ROL, 2006: xi), pointed to youth prominence.  
 
17  Poverty Reduction strategy papers (PRSPs) are required by the IMF and the World Bank before low-income 
countries can receive aid from most major donors and lenders. PRSP is a set of priorities that reflect a populations’ 






Elaborated in 2008, a full PRSP continued the theme of recovery embedded in economic 
growth. It was the first Liberian government document to fully acknowledge highlighting the 
imperative of how initiatives and activities were undertaken rather than the types of initiatives 
and activities. The full PRSP continued the theme of recovery embedded in economic growth 
with a narrative focus on youth. The PRSP narrative saw working with youth to prevent violence 
(ROL, 2008), further heightening the tension around young males. 
A medium-term development strategy established in 2012, called the Agenda for 
Transformation (AfT), embraced the Liberian government's ambitious goal of becoming once 
again a middle-income country by 2030. Reflecting on lessons from earlier PRSPs, the national 
development plan reported that Liberians needed visible results and identified an increasing 
imperative for the government to provide peace dividends to the population (GOL, 2015: 35). 
The national development plan had four central pillars and a cross-cutting youth empowerment 
theme.  It linked employment to stability and posits youth as a socioeconomic construct, framed 
in a binary of successful or non-successful transitions to adulthood. Non-successful transitions, it 
argued, cause youth to be marginalized for life.   
The national development plan introduced a social policy to help the most vulnerable (85 
percent of the active workforce working in vulnerable employment) identified as those "without 
access to a pension, insurance policies, sickness benefits or job security" (GOL, 2015, p. 96). It 
piloted social cash transfer programs for those living below the absolute poverty line. 




had not had educational access, it also officially recognized young people's experiential learning 
as a resource.18   
Although the AfT offered more nuanced social policy and used the vocabulary of 
empowerment and inclusiveness, the PRSP growth-based strategies continued to privilege the 
economy over the social. The growth-based strategies were insufficiently mindful of a 
progressive economic strategy's human capital requirements and did not pay attention to the 
sizeable unskilled labour force's needs. Despite being framed as inclusive and sustainable, its 
central tenet of economic trickle-down was ineffective. It failed to consider the results of the 
detailed human capacity strategy developed in 2006 (GOL, National Human Development 
Report Liberia, 2006) or the national private sector conditions. The rhetoric of youth's centrality 
on the post-conflict development agenda inspired and motivated young people; however, the 
PRSPs and the national development plan failed to capture young Liberians' willingness and 
desire to be involved in their countries' national processes and economic life.   
The post-conflict development agenda was successful on two counts. In 2010, Liberia had 
much of its foreign debt relieved by the IMF when it met the Heavily Indebted Poor Country 
Initiative (HIPC) requirements, including external oversight on its fiscal management.19  Before 
this event, Liberia had acquired the highest debt to GDP ratio globally, so the debt relief meant 
that the debt burden would be a more manageable 15 percent of its GDP rather than 90 percent. 
Secondly, in 2011 Liberia had one of the fastest-growing economies globally, with an average 
 
18 In other documents, young people with no education were labelled ‘unskilled’ and this was the first instance of 
recognition of experiential learning of youth.  
19 Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative was launched in 1996 to ensure that poor countries had only the debt 





GDP growth rate of 6.5 percent (Johnson, 2011). However, it remained one of the poorest 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Cilliers, 2018).  
As reflected in the AfT, Liberia's growth strategy continued to rely on the 'enclave' 
economy of its rich natural resources, which have long failed to generate development in the rest 
of the economy. Thus, it was not able to leverage the value-added activities associated with an 
extractive enclave economy. The policy reform failed to encourage the private sector's growth or 
promote the productivity required for inclusive or sustainable growth (Liberia Constraints 
Analysis, 2013). The AfT’s mainly economic agenda made inadequate social investments to 
secure the markers of social progress. Most importantly, for this dissertation, it failed to create 
work for young people.   
The liberal paradigm of economic growth drove Liberian macro-economic policy, 
assuming a trickle-down effect that distributes the benefits of growth to everyone. It narrowly 
focused on the formal economy and Liberia's ability to participate in the global economy. The 
narratives in the policy documents may have identified the growing youth demographic and 
linked it to stability issues; however, policy focus was preparing Liberia to do business with its 
extractives needed in the global economy. The GDP responded appropriately. Some interlocutors 
argue that youth and crises' rhetoric was merely a fundraising technique by the Liberian 




economy, the largest population sector, young people, and their needs, nor did it act to strengthen 
the national private sector to benefit from the global economy extractives work.20     
This not to suggest that youth were ignored. One of the earliest policies to be formulated 
and almost entirely locally driven was a national youth policy. The first of its kind in Liberia, the 
youth policy was created following a consultation undertaken by the Federation of Liberian 
Youth (FLY)21, an umbrella organization incorporating all youth groups. The consultation was 
organized to ensure public actions responded to young people's aspirations in the post-war 
period. The 2003 national youth policy became an integral part of the post-conflict recovery and 
reconstruction phase for young people, civil society, and youth-serving NGOs, articulating roles 
and responsibilities of and by young people with an overall goal to promote youth participation 
in national decision-making processes. This was a significant piece of legislation within which 
the government recognized two important factors: 1) that the youth cohort is a socioeconomic 
phenomenon related to the youth bulge and the demographic dividend, and 2) that youth in 
Liberia have a vital role to play in realizing a national development agenda. Although it was a 
 
20 Contemporary research noted that no gradual and consistent hierarchical structure existed in government 
administration (Menocal 2011).  Rather the President’s office and cabinet were packed with politicians with few 
technical people and there was insufficient sustained leadership from these bodies. The successful HIPC initiative 
was a key priority of the President and showed that it is possible to be successful.  However, the PRS had over 300 
indicators and the leadership was insufficient to develop a national agenda of key priorities. The de facto national 
agenda was the few critical issues the President could muster enough time to attend to. Evidently, the issues of youth 
or youth employment was not one of those issues.   
21 The Federation of Liberian Youth (FLY) describes itself as a “broad-based, democratic, pluralistic, 
nongovernmental and nonpartisan youth organization”. Initially named “Urban Youth Council”, the umbrella 
organization was enacted into law as FLY in 1978. During the civil conflict, FLY was inactive until it re-organised 
in 2002. In June 2013, FLY helped to conduct a nation-wide consultation to revise the youth policy. In the 2013/14 






promising beginning driven by young people, the initiative took eight years to be ratified by the 
Legislature National Youth Act and has never been mainstreamed into macro policy.  
A National Youth Policy Action Plan (NYPAP) formulated in 2009 advocated for a youth 
development approach. It proposed in-and-out-of-school support to vulnerable young people to 
learn life skills and get involved in productive economic activities. The NYPAP provided a 
framework for action to engage government and development partners. It shifted youth's framing 
from beneficiaries to participants, emphasizing young people's agency in the development 
process in concrete terms. NYPAP reiterated the importance of education as a pathway to 
productive employment, building on other consultations, including one in 2005 with young 
people (Brownlee et al., 2012).  
The first post-war policy in the Education Ministry promoted free primary education and 
relaxed academic standards in secondary education (Gberie & Mosely, 2016). The national 
education policy pointed to the impact of the war and the inadequacy of past education policy, 
built on a centralized system that was inequitable, inefficient, and unaccountable to beneficiaries.  
It identified human capacity as a binding constraint on development in Liberia and noted that 
human capital limitations at the individual, institutional, and societal levels were leading to 
brain-drain, weak institutions, and a depressed economy (GOL, National Human Development 
Report Liberia, 2006). The Ministry of Education was no exception.  
The Liberian government made education and training a policy priority in 2016, 10 years 
after developing its human capacity development strategy. The GOL took action in the education 
sector with an experiment that involved ceding public schools to the private sector and 
monitoring educational outcomes. Of particular importance for our purposes is the TVET, 




capacity development,  which was only implemented in 2018 with UNESCO's support. Multiple 
reports have assessed the situation of TVET, formal TVET institutions, and job skill 
development training and identified similar issues.  A 2019 report identified a lack of progress in 
the TVET sector (Novo Foundation, Brac & FHI 360, 2019).  Overall findings indicate that there 
is limited potential for employment growth. Thus, informal work will continue to dominate 
Liberia’s labour market.  
The most popular TVET courses are ICT and business courses and vocation specific skills 
courses. Only 10 percent of youth participate in TVET and those that do have a relatively high 
level of formal education (secondary school graduates or university graduates). The trainees 
perceive TVET as a supplement to their academic qualifications, but their TVET accreditation 
does not lead to jobs. Moreover, TVET’s capacity and training skills are deficient.  It is a 
fragmented system in a sector that lacks policy coordination between various line ministries. 
There are mixed levels of interest from different governments, departments, and ministries. 
Liberia lacks a credible institutional accreditation system and standardized TVET curricula, 
preventing developing and implementing a nationally certified qualifications system  (World 
Bank, 2016). More broadly, it lacks a comprehensive national policy and legal framework and 
coordinating agency to guide, direct, and oversee TVET for the country.  
Like the government ministries, the Liberian private sector was devastated by the war.  
The post-conflict recovery process did not attend to its reconstruction or recovery. The 
competitive contracting mechanism used by the UN and its international partners enhanced the 
ability of external actors to benefit from the work generated by the reconstruction agenda 
(Mellish, 2016). The formal private sector in Liberia is small and fragile and employs only 




from investment in extractives, it has structural defects that limit its growth despite the wealth of 
export in forestry products and minerals. Table 3 depicts the private sector in market terms and 
output determination. It is deeply flawed "with horizontal inequities that perpetuate power and 
privilege exerted by foreign and domestic elites and poorly developed capacity within the 
indigenous segment of society" (African Development Bank Group, 2013, p. 36).  
Table 3: 
Liberia Private Sector Configuration 
Note, this table is sourced from the African Development Bank Group, 2013 
The private sector comprises both informal and formal activities. There are 197,000 
Liberians working in the formal economy (private sector and government) and 877,000 Liberians 
working in the informal economy. Formality refers to the employment relationship. A salaried 
job in a legally registered company is not a guarantee of a formal employment relationship. 
Nearly 80 percent of all registered Liberian firms employ fewer than 20 people, with only a 
further 13 percent employing between 20 and 100 people (Mellish, 2016). If the number of 
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businesses registered is a measure of the private sector, Liberia has an active private sector with 
over 10,000 Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) registered. A microenterprise is a 
family business categorized by the number of non-family employees.  There are no statistics, 
however, that show the share of these businesses operated by young people.   
In 2011, the Ministry of Commerce adopted a Micro Small and Medium Enterprise 
(MSME)22 strategy recognizing the need to develop indigenous capacity and business 
competitiveness.  It proposed that investing in MSMEs, SMEs, and medium enterprises will 
reinvigorate the wealth of Liberia's agriculture and build manufacturing and services companies 
that increase Liberia's GDP and employ its citizens.   Its main thrust was to formalize the SMEs, 
labeled as the "lynchpin of family welfare" through registration, access to credit, and other forms 
of support (Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 2011, p. 2).  
Overall, the policy frameworks relevant to young Liberians and their work identified their 
agency as a resource and their numbers as significant but failed to address the double transition 
of young people from war to peace and childhood to adulthood. Driven by global governance 
mechanisms, policy formulation was undermined by several factors, including 1) the dearth of 
human resources in the ministries, which limited the ability of the government to manage the 
multiple policy frameworks; 2) the relationships with IOs, which left little negotiating space for 
local priorities; and 3) the formulation process, which was not collaborative or coordinated 
across multiple ministries.  Building functional administrative structures of the executive to 
enable the delivery of critical priorities, so those good intentions of leadership are met with 
 
22  For MSMEs usually no accounts are kept, and they may be engaged in petty trade, provision of basic services or 
some products like soap or food.  The categories are defined by the number of employees.  MSME has 0 – 3 
employees, SMEs have 4 – 20 employees and medium enterprise has 21-50 employees. International definitions of 




institutions' capacity to support leaders was not the focus of most ODA resources. Thus, the 
narratives about youth and youth unemployment were merely rhetorical or performative. 
The UN and the international community played a dominant role in the planning and 
financing of Liberia's post-conflict reconstruction as the state's remains had little capacity. The 
post-conflict priorities were mostly a recovery and security agenda whereby elections, 
governance programs, and human rights advancement were viewed as automatically promoting 
peacebuilding (Kurz, 2010). The so-called successful peacebuilding model in Liberia attracted 
considerable attention in ODA, UN peacekeeping operations, and academic study. Compared to 
neighbouring Sierra Leone, which also experienced a decade of violent conflict and has a larger 
population, Liberia received more than three times as much ODA in per capita terms in a similar 
stage of its post-conflict reconstruction (Kurz, 2010, p. 7).  Despite the rhetoric around youth in 
the policy development processes, analysis, and narratives, however, the supercharged policy 
formulation process lacked a coherent or operational framework to address the largest 
demographic group and link its productivity to the state. 
Liberian Youth, their Work Environment, and the Labour Market 
Like most sub-Saharan Africa, in Liberia, youth is defined by age as 15 to 35 years.  The 
rationale is that over a decade of war has left older "youth" ill-equipped to cope as adults in a 
post-war society (Walker et al., 2009). In this age range, 'younger youth' refers to teenagers and 
young adults, but the older youth category mainly refers to young men, only as young women are 
assumed to have transitioned to mothers or wives.  Age definitions are a device to recognize 
socio-cultural patterns used in public policy. This categorization of youth ages recognizes a 
socio-economic construct of youth embedded in transitions to adulthood. It presages the impact a 




The central figures in this case study of young workers are highly visible in urban 
Monrovia, hustling to earn a livelihood. The labour force participation rate is high in Liberia, 
including 65 percent of youth. However, only 7.5 percent of Liberian youth are in regular 
employment, while 13.9 percent are students. Forty-five percent of youth are engaged in low-
productive, irregular employment, 28.3 percent are officially unemployed, and 5.4 percent are 
neither in the labour force nor in education or training (NEET). This means that most young 
people are engaged in non-standard employment that is poorly paid, insecure, unprotected, and 
cannot support a household.   
Monrovia's youth cohort is marked by high levels of poverty and a high dependency ratio. 
The high dependency ratio is caused by a high birth rate (linked to declining child mortality). 
The high death rate is a significant driver of fragility since relatively few adults must care for 
many children. The war and the 2014 Ebola epidemic have exacerbated this reality, adding more 
orphans and disabled people to the youth cohort. The resources available to a family must be 
shared widely, and strategic decisions are made on investments and expenses. Pressures to 
contribute to household livelihoods prevent many young people from completing their education 
(UNDP, 2012), but all young people in Liberia face challenges in access to capital, supply 
chains, and comprehensive skill development.  
Young people are remarkably busy working for a living to contribute to family, 
community, and to earn their daily bread. This generation of young people's formative 
experience is of violence and war; they have had less access to education and, as a result, 
contend with the label of unskilled due to their lack of educational attainment. At the same time, 
this is a youth cohort defined by their experience in the war as survivors, and vested in that 




As previously noted, Liberia is a young country with 75 percent of the population under 
35 years of age, a third of the population is between the ages of 15 and 35 years, and 50 percent 
are under 18 years.  For 40 years, Liberia had one of the fastest population growth rates globally, 
although the growth rate has fallen from 4.6 percent to 2.7 percent.23  By 2030 the Liberian 
population will be approximately 6.5 million people with a large and young workforce (World 
Bank, 2016). Liberia's fertility rate drives a population structure that features a high dependency 
ratio24 , so those who are working, and earning are supporting many dependents (UN Habitat, 
2017). Nevertheless, before the war, young people were not visible as a cohort in policy 
frameworks.  A few metrics were collected to gauge the impact of policies on young people, 
particularly for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The war and the youth bulge have 
raised the profile of this cohort in Liberia's development policies.  
The effects of war are differentiated across different population groups. This was evident 
in an initial youth policy categorizing young people by vulnerabilities. Vulnerable youth (later 
termed 'disadvantaged') in several categories including teenage mothers, street youth, out-of-
school idle youth, those living with HIV, young people with post-traumatic stress disorder or 
other types of psycho-social war-induced illnesses, poorly reintegrated ex-combatants, disabled 
(many amputees from war), youth in households living in extreme poverty, orphans, abused 
youth and child labourers spoke to the deplorable conditions for growing up in a war zone and 
the impact on young people (Walker et al., 2009, p. 4). These technical categories describe a 
 
23 The last census was undertaken in 2008, and this population figure is a projection since the last census. 
24 A dependency ratio is the measure of the number of dependents aged 0 – 14 and above 65 years compared with 
the total population aged 15 – 64 years.  The dependency ratio is often used to measure the financial pressure on the 
active working population.  If the ratio is high, this means a greater burden carried by the working age population. In 




youth cohort affected by war and are overlapping or interconnected; individuals may fit into 
multiple categories. The technical approach to categorizing youth was reinforced by the 
terminology of youth affected by the war or war-affected youth, and this has been embedded in 
social protection, reproductive health, and make-work programs.  
Many citizens felt that the Disarmament, Demobilisation, Reintegration, and Repatriation 
(DDRR) process, which launched the recovery process, favoured ex-combatants with unequal 
reintegration or resettlement benefits for civilian populations and fighters. After the war, the 
label of ex-combatant was a form of social stigma, and in many ways, the word became 
equivalent to bad boys or agents of disorder. Many motorcycle taxi riders were all somehow 
linked to that ex-fighter identity, mainly by perceptions of behaviour (Menzel, 2011).  The 
Government of Liberia launched several social protection initiatives targeting youth 
unemployment and skills training supporting ex-combatants in their transition to civilian life. 
These were public works programs that sought to improve their employability by providing 
temporary work for youth. The daily wage was $3 or $4 / day for five hours of work.  
 IOs and international nongovernment organizations launched many microcredit and 
training programs. An evaluation of the social protection initiatives targeting youth argues that a 
lack of coherent approach resulted in the fragmentation of programs and hindered the process of 
"systems-building among classes of interventions or social protection more broadly." Thus, they 
did not offer a sustainable pathway out of poverty for youth (Inter-Agency Social Protection 
(SPA) Initiative, 2014, p. 18).  
In multiple national consultations, young people identified education and training as their 
priority (Brownlee et al., 2012). According to the School to Work Transition Survey for Liberia 




percent) than women (49.3 percent). Nearly half of the male students work as they go to school, 
with a lower rate of engagement in work for women (37.1 percent) (Mel et al., 2013, p. 42). Of 
the young people who completed their education, only 5.1 percent have received vocational 
education or training. Poverty has a significant impact on investments in education for the youth 
cohort, and the main reasons for not attending school are economic (LISGIS, 2011).  
A driver of fragility for young people is the disruption and lack of investment in the 
education system. Many young people did not have access to education during the civil conflict 
or were too old or too poor to start school when the war ended. The negative impact was 
differentiated across gender and age groups. Younger cohorts of youth and women, in general, 
appeared to have suffered a more profound impact from the war with regards to their education 
and, by extension, their skill-building. Young women are doubly disadvantaged, and cultural 
patterns continue to keep some young women from entering school and more engaged in family 
responsibilities. The war further compounded this disadvantage (Walker et al., 2009). Like the 
2009 fragility assessment, a more recent cross-sectoral youth assessment reiterated that youth 
experience is largely driven by poverty and lack of education.  Overwhelmingly, education is the 
number one aspiration among youth and is strongly linked to – and very often equated with – 
earning a livelihood (Blum et al., 2019).  After ten years of development programming, the same 
issues are being raised by young people.  
Despite a focus on human capacity development beginning in 2006 and a human capacity 
development plan, education sector recovery was poorly resourced and not prioritized by the 
government. Liberia's disastrous performance on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
and a massive failure by all applicants on entrance exams for the University of Liberia led to 




Mosely, 2016).  A 2013 report by the Millennium Challenge Corporation stated that sweeping 
quality issues in education undermine the supply of skilled workers. The report noted that the 
labor force's unskilled nature is binding constraint on investment as Liberia seeks to sustain 
growth with a diversified economy (Liberia Constraints Analysis, 2013).    
Recognizing the gap created by the destruction of education services, a different kind of 
out of school (and after school) skill learning called youth development emerged. Youth 
development programming has been on the rise since 2003 for both young men and women, 
including life skills, workforce and livelihoods development, and civic and political participation 
(Walker et al., 2009). Many youth development programs target 'vulnerable' youth groups with 
specific actions to mitigate their vulnerability source. This is primarily driven by development 
practitioners and is part of ODA investment. 
Liberian youth rank below global averages on education, health, well-being, and 
employment but above global averages on civil participation and political participation.  This is 
partially a result of the decade-long civil war, which destroyed infrastructure and the 
government's ability to support social services. At the same time, it mobilized young people into 
political processes such as the peace processes. The 2011/2013 Afrobarometer survey supports 
this finding, as 81.9 percent of urban youth in Liberia voted in the 2012 election, and 87.8 
percent strongly agree that their primary identity is as a Liberian rather than an ethnic affiliation.     
Young people and the local private sector were ill-equipped to participate in the post-
conflict agenda. Despite the rhetoric that Liberia's large youth population's educational 
disenfranchisement fueled the Liberian conflict or that SME growth would spur employment, the 
policy agenda had not attended to these concerns in a meaningful way. The educational policy 




UNESCO's support, the TVET curriculum began to be updated in 2018, 15 years after the war's 
end. The post-war supercharged policy development described above ensured that Liberia was 
open for global business, as evidenced by the FDI statistics and the number of active capital-
intensive mining agreements. The active mining operations (barite, gold, and iron ore) 
contributing to the rising GDP did not provide jobs. The political discourse of young people's 
centrality to the development agenda in Liberia's post-war decade was largely rhetorical or 
performative. The liberal peacebuilding agenda rebuilt a state to the point that Liberia was open 
for business globally (exporting its natural resource wealth), but local imperatives went mostly 
unattended.   
Young Liberians were undertaking a significant transition, from war to peace and from 
childhood to adulthood. Children begin work at an early age. School-going is often compromised 
by lack of income (LISGIS, 2011) as they are expected to contribute to family economic 
resources, whether in support of agriculture activities or petty trading. Often, they accompany 
their parents or older siblings to support their work in an unpaid family support position. The 
challenges of the transition from childhood to adulthood are complex and comprise several 
transitions, with breaks and reversals and long periods in and out of training opportunities and 
self-employment.  
The concept of vital conjunctures helps to illuminate this complex process. The transition 
to adulthood is conceived as a complicated journey severely impacted by parents' stability and 
families' poverty. The vital conjunctures into a regular work practice are long and uncertain, and 
young people are trying to make the best of their situation and negotiate the grounds of their 




understood about how young people navigate these transitions, how they make their decisions, 
and the various pathways they use (Sam-Kpakra et al., 2017).   
A 2009 youth fragility assessment found that the demands of young people in Liberia's 
recovery process were minimal. These demands centred on acquiring skills to empower them to 
earn income to sustain themselves and their families. Young people's most frequent request was 
for access to vocational skills training to learn bankable skills meaning skills that would earn 
them a livelihood (Walker et al., 2009, p. x). Youth experience is mostly driven by poverty and 
lack of education. A 2018 youth situational analysis confirmed that "education is the number one 
aspiration among youth" (Blum et al., 2019). This was the pathway they have identified into the 
labour force.  The central framework for the Youth Fragility Assessment was that education is a 
resource that can mitigate risk.   
Post-Conflict Labour Market 
Historically, labour markets in Liberia revolved around extractive sector work and 
agriculture with a labour-intensive workforce. In these two sectors, labour is transient. Viewed 
by GDP sectors, the structure of the economy shows that the largest sector is services and that 
growth sectors are services and agriculture (see Table 4). The Liberian state is the most 








Table 4:   
Liberian Economy in US$ by Sector Origin of Growth (GDP at 1992 constant prices)from 
2017 to 2020
Note, this table is sourced from the Central Bank of Liberia Annual Report 2019 (+ 
revised actual, *projections). 
The Liberian economy, a mix of a small formal sector and a large informal economy, has 
few formal sector jobs and many informal engagements. Table 4 shows that agriculture is the 
dominant activity and more young men work in agriculture activities than women. The average 












Figure 2::   
   Type of Work in the Informal Sector by Gender  
 
Note, this table is sourced from the Liberia School to Work Transition report, 2010.  
In informal employment, 37.7 percent of informal labour work in agriculture, 31.1 percent work 
in paid employment, 22.1 percent work in self-employment (Development Management 
Associates, 2016).  The 2010 Liberia Labour Force Survey notes there are 195,000 formal sector 
jobs, of which two-thirds are in urban areas (LISGIS, 2011).    
The ILO’s 2010 School to Work Transition Survey (SWTS) for Liberia reports that 
Liberian youth labour is underutilized, often in irregular employment, with precarious working 
conditions, and are underpaid. It identifies the largest share of the youth population (46.8 %) as 
transitioning, meaning they have not yet achieved stable and satisfactory employment. Of that 




satisfactory self-employment or temporary employment, or inactivity.  Self-employment is the 
only option for many young Liberians. Young women are somewhat more likely to be working 
informally than young men (84 & 77 percent, respectively) (LISGIS, 2011).  
Labour markets depend on levels of economic activity in both the public and private 
sectors. Figure 2 displays the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) patterns in Liberia over an almost 
20-year span.  It shows GDP on the increase since 2004 after the signing of the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2003, and then peaking in 2013 at 8.84 percent did not result in more 
formal sector jobs. It has long been asserted that well-being can be measured through increases 
in GDP; however, this has proved an unreliable metric in Liberia. Equally, that economic growth 
results in more formal jobs that have proven untrue in Liberia.  Liberia’s enclave economy 
depended on the export of its mineral wealth and grew the GDP (pre-Ebola) but did not change 
the labour market.25   
  
 
25 This is a well-known aspect of the enclave industry of natural resource extraction. During the global commodities 
boom, mining companies and global businesses brought in their own staff including middle level management 






GDP Growth in Liberia from 2001-2019 
 
Note, the statistics for this graph are sourced from the World Bank Open data.  
The disconnect between growth and labour market outcomes and the thinking that youth 
employment is of paramount importance in stabilizing fragile post-conflict states like Liberia had 
major implications. One was a proliferation of employment and training programmes with weak 
or no connections to the labour market. The second result was a focus on policies and 
programmes that promote entrepreneurialism as a technical exercise requiring training. Liberia's 
young people are already entrepreneurs or self-employed.   
For a long time, debates on youth employment focused on the supply side of the labour 
market equation: the lack of skilled labour available in Liberia and the mismatch in skills 
required to participate in economic activities. These debates were underpinned by a narrow 
definition of labour market activity within the formal economy and assumptions that increased 





































































































debates have shifted more to the demand side (Chari et al., 2017; Cramer, 2015) and argue that 
alongside the skills gap on the supply side, there is a job gap demand side also exists.  
The formal labour market is, in part, a result of national economic reform that creates an 
enabling environment for enterprises and entrepreneurs to operate. In fragile states like Liberia, 
the economy's configuration is related to its place in the global economy, demography, and the 
local business environment. Political and macroeconomic stability reduces business risk and 
enhances the formal labour market. Job creation in the formal labour market is not constrained 
by policy or legislation but rather by the social, political, and policy stability for inclusive 
economic growth. Poor-quality infrastructure such as electricity supply also constrains business 
investment. Liberia's economy has a significant imbalance between the number of formal 
economy jobs available and the number of job seekers, which drives the behaviour of labour 
market actors (Chari et al., 2017).   
War and violence significantly impact labour markets, distorting, disrupting, and 
entrenching new set of behaviours, relationships, and commodities. Conflict disrupts and 
redefines the labour and economic activities of people and countries affected by war. Evidence 
indicates a trajectory towards informal labour markets following the conflict, particularly as 
displaced people migrate to urban locations (Mallet & Slater, 2012). Research into post-conflict 
labour markets by Cramer (2015) and others has broadened the conceptualization of the labour 
market, arguing that it encompasses the informal and formal economy and is not purely an 
economic construct but also a socio-economic one (Enria, 2018; Cramer, 2015).   
Many young people believe that the labour market does not operate equitably and that 
social networks and politics influence who gets the available positions. They are frustrated with 




imbalance in supply and demand provides the "necessary oxygen for patronage and political 
influence in this market" and could lead to disillusionment of young job seekers (Chari et al., 
2017, p. 33).  However, limited research on post-conflict labour markets is available (Chari et al., 
2017; Enria, 2018; Lindberg, 2014).  
The working sector of the informal economy is an unruly space defying classification in 
many ways. It captures a range of economic forms that run the gamut from entrepreneurship to 
self-employment and has many sectors such as the digital, creative, petty trade, transport 
services, and the like. The urban ecosystem is highly linked to the informal economy with more 
flexible social forms (LISGIS, 2011).  In the urban ecosystem, the labour market is a socio-
economic construct mutually constituted by the people who work there. Enria (2018) argues that 
the labour market is a socio-economic institution "whose significance stretches beyond the 
pecuniary," or the transactions of employer and employee, enterprise, and economy (Enria, 2018, 
p. 21). The concepts of unemployment or underemployment are inadequate to capture the 
complexity of young people's labour market experiences.  
The 2004 DDRR process provided ex-combatants with skill training and labour-intensive 
public works, such as maintaining roads or plantations (Munive, 2017). It was a typical example 
of short-term employment programming and resulted in a mismatch of supply to demand 
(Solomon & Ginnifer, 2008). These employment programs were not successful as they were 
embedded in the trope of 'idle youth' and a deficit approach rather than seeing ex-fighters as 
skilled, resilient survivors (Izzi, 2013; Munive, 2017; Sommers, 2015). Reflecting this, much of 
the youth employment discourse began after the DDRR process and focused on labour supply.  It 
equated jobs (i.e., for ex-fighters) to stability and, according to some scholars, gave a substantial 




the labour market constraints such as the skills gap or skills mismatch placed the onus on young 
people to acquire education to find work.  However, the state was not providing education. 
Instead, it was development actors with short term, not market-driven skills development 
programs attempting to meet the need in a short-term approach. 
Ebola Virus Disease 
In 2014, West Africa experienced an outbreak of Ebola hemorrhagic fever of epidemic 
proportions, engulfing Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea, where it started. This was the largest 
Ebola epidemic in history, with 15,000 people dead in the Mano River Union region of West 
Africa.26 Usually fatal and highly contagious, Ebola Virus Disease (EVD)  killed about 4,010 
Liberians.  Disproportionately affecting women due to sociocultural vectors, EVD impacted 
every family and community: schools and markets closed, public gatherings were banned, and 
the Liberian public health system, inadequate to contain the disease, crumbled under its weight. 
The Liberian Ambassador to the UN reported that there were only 50 doctors in Liberia when the 
EVD started, meaning one doctor for every 70,000 Liberians.27 The World Bank estimates that 
the EVD crisis cost over $300 million US dollars to Liberia's GDP. The socio-economic impact 
of the EVD epidemic has outlasted the epidemiological impact.   
EVD increased levels of poverty and vulnerability, especially among women, children, 
and youth. Its attendant stigma has profoundly affected their economic activities and individual 
livelihoods (UN, 2015). Scholars and IOs who studied the emergency and recovery process 
report that low levels of government trust were partially responsible for the epidemic (Yamanis 
 
26 These are the deaths that were counted by the medical surveillance system. It is presumed that many more people 





et al., 2016). Liberia has developed a post EVD recovery process to rebuild public health 
systems.   
The EVD epidemic disrupted the national development plan and exposed the 
inadequacies of the economic growth model's (central to the AfT), which depended on high FDI 
flows. A 2016 midterm review to set the AfT back on track stated that the distributive effects 
needed to attain a more just and equitable society would not be realized using a wealth creation 
modality. Its analysis argued that Liberians had become more equal in poverty than in wealth and 
that Liberia's rate of human development improvement is lower than most low-income countries 
in sub-Saharan Africa (Development Management Associates, 2016). The EVD crisis illustrated 
how to effectively engage youth labour as it energized young people who were a vital part of the 
response to EVD, providing a ready source of highly mobile and networked labour for contact 
tracing, community health education, and burials. 
Liberia: The Lone Star State in Recovery 
Institution building is an essential ingredient of good governance, but "the lubricant for 
the workings of any political system" is public trust (Bratton & Gyimah-Boadi, 2016, p. 1). 
Cooperation and compromise are two values of democracy, and (re)building a state require 
citizens' cooperation. Citizens' welfare depends in good measure on a state's agencies to be 
effective and accountable and to be deemed so by the public. The outcomes of a 2016 
Afrobarometer survey on popular trust in institutions across 36 African countries (N=54,000) 
reveal that the respondents trust informal institutions such as religious and traditional leaders (72 
% and 61 % respectively) more than formal institutions of the state (54 % on average). 
Comparatively, Liberia has below-average trust in core institutions of the executive (the 




(Afrobarometer, 2016). Institutional trust is associated with perceptions of corruption about 
officeholders. If an officeholder is deemed to be trustworthy, then the institution is trustworthy. 
They also found that positive development outcomes have a feedback effect: they increase 
popular trust that institutions are effective and accountable and suggest it could also work in a 
negative direction.  
Policy formulation is replete with alarmist associations of youth with violence, 
unemployment, and instability. Ironically, this same narrative was used to support the state-
building paradigm in the post-conflict period in terms of investment in security and economic 
governance, entrenching this association deeply into policy and driving cynicism about youth 
priorities. The state has limited capacity to prioritize, and the disconnect between the policy and 
the narrative suggests that this could also have been a 'fundraising' technique to align with 
important allies' priority issues. The neoliberal project has driven the imperatives during the 
peacebuilding phase and Liberia’s development since the war ended in 2003. It has 
instrumentalized youth in a narrative designed to drive the benefits of the global economy to 
only a few. One might consider, has the state instrumentalized that narrative to keep donors 
interested and ODA flowing?      
The state is the principal agent of planned development across sub-Saharan Africa. 
Liberia's post-war and recovery experience fully adopted and was centred on the technical 
exercise of institution building, enforcing rules and beliefs of neoliberalism, or its effects. 
However, according to the conventional development measures, the relative mechanism to 
ascertain how a state is embedding extant global norms, point out that Liberia performs poorly 
on all measures (Development Management Associates, 2016). The research and reporting on 




effect relationship with macroeconomic conditions (i.e., economic growth). The needs of young 
people consistently expressed have not been a priority on the national agenda, and they have not 
been mainstreamed into macro economic or other policy.   
Multiple research studies about access to education and employment outcomes guide 
policy into the skills gap thinking, overemphasizing individual responsibility, and 
underrecognizing skills. The discourses obscure the structural issues of a job gap on youth 
employment, which frames a successful transition in a narrow pathway of education and training 
(Sukarieh & Tannock, 2015b). This narrow focus on formal economic systems and lack of 
appreciation of the informal economy's ecosystem in policy and development practice infers that 
most young people's productivity is not harnessed. Equating the opportunity of education to 
skills in a critical youth employment situation and a post-conflict state like Liberia is short-
sighted. These conditions justify an imperative to leverage the totality of skills and the maximum 
number of labourers into the economy. More so, when this growth of the youth cohort will not 
change any time soon.  
The process of stabilization of fragile post-conflict states like Liberia gives youth 
employment paramount importance. Youth have gained new-found importance in relation to 
state and international regimes. The peacebuilding narrative calls on young people's agency to 
construct peace, yet it fails to harness that same agency for productive activities that support their 
family or personal growth. The failed economic growth paradigm of the liberal peacebuilding 
model offers no significant insights or footholds to mainstream youth issues in countries with a 
present and future youth bulge in its demographic. It has made young people more equal in 
poverty (Development Management Associates, 2016).  The changes in digitalization, the 




offer more conscious decisions and policymaking opportunities about young people and their 
work. The vital conjuncture of leaving education or transitioning into adulthood or work offers 
an opportunity for development practitioners and researchers to examine the contemporary skills 
that young people rely on and find ways and means to support their enactment (Johnson-Hanks, 
2002), especially in the direct engagement in the informal ecosystem where most young people 
work.  Policymaking seems to have been largely blind to this.  
 
 
Chapter 5: Young Bricoleurs And Monrovia Workscapes 
Cities are magnets for migration and investment and drivers of economic growth. 
Historically, as Collier (2016) notes, urbanization has been an engine of prosperity as it has 
optimized workers' productivity (p. 6). Monrovia, Liberia’s capital city, has experienced 
dramatic expansion over the past twenty years. Over forty percent of the country’s population 
lives in Monrovia, the commercial, economic, and trade nucleus. This agglomeration of people 
and businesses provides more opportunities for access to information, financial services, 
education, and ICTs.  However, inadequate planning and preparation for an expanding 
population and insufficient infrastructure development, including housing stock, means that 
Monrovia is challenged to absorb, provide services to, and harness its growing population's 
power.  Most of the urban population live in informal settlements and work in the informal 
sector. 
Monrovia’s expanding informal service sector provides an ecosystem of economic 
opportunities for bricoleurs in diverse market segments. Here, bricoleurs provide needed goods 
and services for urban customers that increase the expanding urban neighbourhoods' livability. 




underserviced neighbourhoods that lack markets or access to road networks (Menzel, 2011), 
digital services, access to food markets, and electricity production.  Monrovia's urban informal 
economy is a dynamic ecosystem: the platform and workscape for  bricoleurs.  
In this chapter, the analysis of the interviews conducted with 57 Liberian bricoleurs 
provides a perspective on their workscape and work practices in Monrovia. In the first section, I 
analyze the sample drawn from a small slice of the urban informal economy, drawing out the 
difference between ‘young’ and ‘older’ youth. I also address why women are mainly absent from 
the sample, elaborating on the gendered patterns of social norms embedded in this workscape. 
Next working joblessness is defined and connected to bricolage through young people's 
experience of dissonance. In this second section, I elaborate on the resources bricoleurs draw on,   
the skills they bring to their work, and how these skills link to global connections. The third 
section examines the opportunities for youth’s economic activities in mini industries or sectors 
developed in the urban economic ecosystem.  These sectors provide pathways to a regular work 
practice for young people. The last section explores the youth experience and the feeling of 
dissonance that permeates their lives.  This dissonance is created by the disjuncture between 
neoliberal policy prescriptions and real-life practicalities, which results from a dearth of social 
policy and entrepreneurship infrastructure to support young people's efforts.  
Young Men, Young Women and Globalized Spaces 
In this study, the youth sample was drawn from the urban ecosystem that taps into 
‘globalized spaces:’  economic activities created or boosted by globalization, digital 
technologies, or other materials, equipment, and merchandise made affordable by free trade. The 
globalized spaces where the youth are self-employed include the mobile, digital, creative, 




activities.28 The fourth-largest sector in the global economy, tourism,  engages young women 
doing on-the-job training in some of Monrovia’s hotels. The transport sector includes young men 
who provide taxi services to many suburban neighbourhoods using affordable motorcycles. 
Workers in cyber cafés, young people who repair computers, iPads, and digital equipment, those 
who sell mobile phones and the paraphernalia that accessorizes mobile phones, and sellers of 
‘scratch cards’ or mobile air time are engaged in the mobile or digital economy. Some 
respondents earn a living using their creative talents enabled by the internet, video cameras, 
recording equipment, Facebook, and other digitalized equipment. The commonalities across all 
these work areas are self-employment and a global connection.  
These ‘youthed’ economies in the informal urban ecosystem rely on young people’s 
energy and mobility. The availability of affordable motorcycles has stimulated the transport 
sector, enabling customers to get to communities difficult to access for cars, owing to either 
terrible road conditions or the absence of roads. Motorcycles, affordable urban transport, are 
ubiquitous. They have eased an expanding population's movement; they can carry up to four 
passengers (such as children going to school) and are often loaded with market items. Mobile 
phones, an essential tool for many urban dwellers, have generated an auxiliary economy that 
employs many young people. Service activities in the mobile economy include mobile phone 
charging (with electricity from a small generator usually located in a roadside kiosk), purchase of 
airtime or charge cards, mobile money services, fixing of broken mobile phones, and sales of the 
 
28 There are other globalized areas of the economy, less visible and illicit such as the drug trade, human trafficking, 
and smuggling created by global value chains, including transnational criminal networks capitalizing on West 
Africa's weak governance history. The focus on this research was on a small part of the informal economy which 
young people are willing to talk about their activities and global connections using digital platforms and tools, 





merchandise that accompanies mobile phones such as protective screen covers, earbuds, and 
cases. Digitalization has stimulated a mobile economy, advancing telecommunications, 
invigorating the creative economy, and providing several creative production opportunities.  
The youth surveyed initially all reported they were unemployed and without a job.  Some 
said they were doing nothing. Upon further inquiry, however, it became apparent that they were 
busy people undertaking multiple activities to earn their living – bricoleurs, in my words, 
hustlers, or managers in their own words. They are poor in economic terms, lack access to capital 
and financial services, and their businesses are unregistered. Their work strategies are precarious 
and contingent on the resources at hand, although some bricoleurs had more resources than 
others. They are rarely idle, reported that they work hard, and have co-occurring multiple work 
activities. They feel pride in their successes as bricoleurs.   
The respondents identified as youth, which they defined as being young adults without 
jobs. Their use of the term ‘youth’ implies an (unfairly) extended period of non-adulthood and a 
shared grievance about their exclusion from the modern economy or jobs. This construction of 
youth highlights a socio-political definition of youth. Shepler (2010) argues that in West Africa, 
the youth category is most often identified in opposition to elders and is generational and 
political (p. 631). Christiansen et al. (2006) note that in West Africa, youth as a concept most 
often refers to young people experiencing socio-economic marginalization and powerlessness but 
not the entire youth cohort (p. 3). Youth identity, which all the respondents embraced, bolsters a 
sense of solidarity and provides a sense of internal cohesion and social belonging that confers 
social entitlement and shared grievance.  
Dividing the respondent group into younger and older age categories reveals different life 




and policy discourses are contested terrain. International definitions on age parameters differ: the 
for the UN this is 15 to 24 years, and for the African youth charter, 15 to 35 years. With my 
sample, youth was distinctly based on social status as well as age. The respondents differentiated 
between older youth and younger youth.  Older ‘youth’ are all male, have some qualified-by-
experience (commonly referred to as ‘QBE’ ) skills, or some TVET certification. While usually 
jobless, they have developed a more stable work practice with more extensive social networks, 
may have had infrequent short-term work periods, and generally have accumulated more wealth 
in prospects. They have established and recognized competencies and networks and own assets 
such as smartphones, computers, or motorcycles. Older youth often offer opportunities to 
younger youth; for example, they might lend a motorcycle for part-time taxi work, provide 
advice or opportunities for labour and transfer skills, and share networks.   
All of the respondents were educated, as indicated in Table 5, which compiles the data on 
the youth sample by age, gender, and educational experience. Over half of the respondents were 
still pursuing education, either finishing secondary school, at university in TVET programs or 
other skill training courses, including periods of On-the-Job training (OJT). The women were all 
in the younger youth category, which meant they were unmarried or not in a stable ‘married-like’ 
partnership and were, like most of this age cohort, living with parents. Most of the older youth 
respondents lived independently.  These youth respondents had access to skill development, 
which is generally NGO implemented.  TVET was the preferred certification; however, it was 







 Table 5: 
Age, Gender, and Educational Experience of Liberian Youth Respondents 
When making sense of how youth is understood in the context of Monrovia, both gender 
differences and age cohorts matter.  The younger youth group includes men and women who are 
actively developing peer networks, building skills, maybe going to school, are in a vocational 
program, or looking for one. They volunteer, participate in informal apprenticeships, or are 
seeking mentors. They are less likely to own assets but may have access to them through older 
family members (such as borrowing a motorcycle) to obtain work. Younger youth who regularly 
attend school are regarded as privileged since they are perceived as having more opportunities to 
advance in life. Younger youth are often in relationships of dependency.  For the most part, all 
younger youth work for their upkeep and to contribute to their families. One young person 
described rising at 5 a.m. daily to open his cousin’s shop. In return for reliable labour, the cousin 
paid for school fees, books, and other associated costs of education. 
The respondents noted that technical skills are important for entering the working 
economy, and up to two-thirds of the group had taken technical training courses, and some 
individuals had taken multiple courses. Table 6 shows the variety of certifications that the 
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TVET University Total N 
15 – 24 
years 
Woman 13 13 8 2 13 
Man 9 21 12 9 27 
25 – 35 
years 
Woman 0 0 0 0 0 
Man 8 15 14 9 17 




respondents reported having earned.29 They preferred TVET courses to youth skill development 
courses because TVET led to a certificate or diploma at completion, conferring a professional 
qualification and increasing their employability. 
Table 6: 
TVET Programs attended by Young People Respondents 
Liberian youth identify education as their highest priority (Brownlee et al., 2012), mainly 
as a pathway to a job to help rebuild their lives after the war (Brownell, 2014). Having education 
or being educated is a differentiator as an attribute of being modern, with the expectation of it 
leading to a job. Education is hugely desired. Youth are investing in their education even as its 
value as a route to employment success has steadily declined from the prestige and utility it held 
for their parents (Kuepie et al., 2009; ILO, 2020). The gap between real-life demands and 
classroom curricula feeds frustration: young people know they need literacy, numeracy, and 
digital skills to navigate contemporary life.30 The certificates acquired through TVET or skill 
development or university is a drive for distinction, creating a “credentials’ race and education 
becomes defined by the quality of the paperwork” (Bolten, 2020, p. 81).  This is certainly true 
for the group in this research. 
 
29 There was no verification of this status of skill training and all of the courses were self-reported. 
30 Of the 27,651 candidates who sat for the Liberian Senior High School Certificate in 2014, 48% passed, with only 
five scoring in the 2nd tier and all others in the bottom of three tiers.  Only 58% of examinees passed the Junior 
High School Certificate.  In 2013, all 23,000 candidates failed the University of Liberia entrance exam; in 2014, 
only 15 of 13,000 examinees passed. World Bank, 2016 
Food Preparation Plumbing Hotel & Catering 
Electrical Engineering Carpentry Electricity 
Auto mechanic Journalism ‘Architecture’ (technical    drawing) 
Graphic arts Driving Technician 
Drafting Agriculture Welding 




Younger youth have less education, fewer skills, work experience, financial resources, 
physical assets, and networks than the older youth, as shown in Table 5. The older youth group 
has more access to resources, including bank accounts, financial services, and mobile phones.  
None of the respondents had received external resources such as access to credit or financial 
literacy education, including savings.  
Mobile phones are an essential working tool for bricoleurs. In this sample, mobile phone 
ownership is higher (92 percent) than the national average of 65 percent (Best et al., 2010). They 
identify access to information and social networking, enabled by their mobile phones, as a 
feature that distinguishes them from their parents' generation. Their mobile phones help them 
solve problems, conduct business, engage in social engagements, and access critical information.  
Motorcycle taxi riders said the phones link them to a steady clientele, enabling them to develop a 
customer base. As a result, they can generate more regular income. Mobile phones are essential 
to access and support when problems happen to motorcycle riders, like encounters with police or 
accidents. Those involved in the trades or construction reported how mobile phones added value 
to their work by linking them to customers and their supply chain. It reduces transportation costs 
and flattens some information asymmetries. Like the respondents, Best et al. (2010) note that the 
safety and security of self, loved ones, and personal property was of primary importance for 
urban and rural mobile owners in Liberia (p. 105).31 Mobile-based financial services were used 
 
31 Mobile penetration was reported as 75% and internet penetration at 21% in 2016 by the Liberia 
Telecommunications Authority in a report entitled Public Consultation Document on the Definition of Relevant 
Telecommunications Market (https://www.emansion.gov.lr/doc/CONSULTATION-DOCUMENT.pdf).  This figure 





more by older youth to transact business, send money to family, pay bills and school fees than 
traditional banking and saving.   
Table 7: 
Physical Resources at Hand for Bricolage 
From the perspective of their education (Table 5 and Table 6) and digital access (Table 7), 
this group is privileged in its access to education, ownership of mobile phones, and broadband 
access (although far from Liberia’s elite in terms of wealth, social networks into the formal 
economy and assets).  They are predominantly male. It is mainly young men who work in the 
informal urban ecosystem's digitalized spaces. The gendered nature of globalized spaces in the 
economy is not a surprise. This is well documented in the informal economy broadly (Meagher, 
2010; Nilsson et al., 2019).   
More than 90 percent of the respondents used the internet to be informed about global 
news and help their work-life, and 92 percent had access to a mobile phone, which they 
considered a vital tool for work.  A respondent said, “I know more about the Liberian President 
Resources Percentage 
Ownership or Access 
15-24 years 25 – 35 years 
Mobile phone ownership 92% 88% 100% 
Smartphone ownership Of those with mobile 41% 47% 
Use of internet 90% 80% 100% 
Access to financial 
services through mobile 
phone 
75% 50% 100% 
Access to credit  0% 0% 0% 
Financial literacy 
education (savings) 
0% 0% 0% 




Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and her life from the Internet than I would have known.” 32 Another 
respondent likened the Internet to the modern world because it “helps us to socialize, to know the 
unknown and advance our language and skills on how to write good English. Because you find 
out that when you use the WhatsApp phone…for some spelling when you start to spell it, they 
assist you with the rest of the correct spelling and then you send it.”33 Some respondents reported 
that they use online resources to upgrade their ability to do their trade work - to make estimates 
on plumbing work, understand technical pieces and systems (electrical and plumbing were 
mentioned) – as well as to expand social networks with peers and family members living 
overseas, apply for scholarships or conferences, and seek support for their work and education. 
Public internet access, important as most of the population does not own computers or have 
internet connections at home, is through cyber cafés where time block payments secure the use 
of computers and the Internet.  Access to the Internet is expensive. National access to the Internet 
is low, as only about nine percent of households have computers. Increasing the number of less 
expensive smartphones and contemporary changes in broadband are increasing accessibility. 
However, the high cost of broadband is an obstacle for many (USAID, 2015). 
When reporting on the type of work they do, respondents usually identified with their 
multi-streamed work practice's main revenue stream.  These are summarised in Table 8 and are 
categorized into sectors by types of work that respondents self-report. All service-oriented, 
contemporary or emergent forms of work are related mainly to digital technologies with 
computers and the internet, including the mobile ecosystem, the creative economies, some in 
 
32 YP – N Respondent, Monrovia, November 2015 




transport, and the expanding tourism sectors linking bricoleurs to opportunities in 21st-century 
workscapes in the urban ecosystem.    
Table 8: 
Liberian Youth Respondents Reported Main Earner Activities from In-person Interviews 
The mobile ecosystem has spawned several opportunities in auxiliary businesses such as 
the sale of new or used mobiles or knockoffs, sales of mobile phone cases and other 
paraphernalia like earbuds, small electronics repair work, phone-charging, sale of phone credit 
cards, and fixing smartphones, including downloading and setting up apps for users. One 
respondent indicated how he made his living through selling top-up cards through his mobile. 
With $10 CAD capital, he could double that amount in one day through using his mobile phone 
Work Sector 






Money changers, motorcycle taxi, taxi drivers, 
parking attendants, used clothing sales, barber, 
internships, volunteer work 
Digital 
Economy 16 28 
Mobile phone charging and repair, cyber café, 
computer repair, mobile phone apps servicing, 




Plumbing, electrical, labour contracting, 
construction (ceilings ) 
Creative 
Economy 10 19 
Artists, musicians, disc jockeys, graphic artists, 
movie production, radio broadcasting, making 




(all women) or on-the-job training (in hotels and 
restaurants) 




to sell ‘top-up’ to others. He said, “top-up doesn’t have any bad luck; it has fast sales.  And the 
more you sell, the more you will gain profit.  I do have great sales, really.”34   
The creative economy refers to income drawn from a  combination of talent, performance 
skills,  imagination, and digital tools.  It is "a flourishing frontier in the global economy" (Isar, 
2013, p. 11) and has cultural and commercial value. Digitalization provides fertile ground for 
young people's creativity using video, radio, traditional musical instruments in writing, design, 
and music. It engages actors, radio broadcasters, movie directors and crew, traditional drummers, 
and musicians. The sample included people producing cultural or creative products, such as 
actors, radio broadcasters and producers, a movie director and production crew, traditional 
drummers and musicians. Combining creative talent and ICTs, with access to the internet or 
computers with recording and other digital software, facilitated graphic design opportunities, 
operating recording studios, and other  creative production.  
One respondent, a popular radio broadcaster, reported that he was essentially a volunteer 
at the radio station and did not get paid. The station encouraged him to produce jingles for 
customers for advertising, which the radio used, and he was paid for the production directly by 
the advertisers. A young woman, an actor on a radio drama series, acted as part of her bricolage:  
this part-time engagement helped her get established in the cultural scene. The traditional 
drummer recorded his work and sold it during the wedding and cultural ceremonies where he 
performed. Digitalization has stimulated the creative economy, although it was not always 
apparent whether the commercial aspect was commensurate with the skills and talent.    
 




Other respondents work directly where digitization or computerization converge using 
their creative skills.  One respondent described his work as follows:   
I am a designer and editor, and a printer. I have a business enterprise where people come 
with design tasks as they sometimes need to design invitations, souvenir, calendars, 
invitations….I do design them and after that I print them.  I also design and print CDs for 
musicians that have done their cover albums and want it launched, I can always do it. 
Also, I am a musician.  Yes of course (I sing and get income from it).  I have an album 
out and I am working on my second album. And I am a student and I also do consultancy 
for some organizations.  Like I can do songs for organizations, especially when they have 
projects, and they want to do sensitization on the projects. ………..I have inception 
meetings [where I ] also come in and see how what I know can add value to what they 
want to do and help spread the message.35    
This respondent combined creative gifts of music and artistic talent and access to computers and 
the internet to build a set of competencies. His resources at hand, including his talent, are 
combined through his bricolage to produce revenue streams – as a musician, as a graphic 
designer, as a printer - and package them into commercial products.   
The convergence of digitalization and creative skills has generated many bricolage 
opportunities for musicians to record music and other creative products. Some respondents with 
access to computers could translate this resource and combine it with their artistic talents into 
graphic art using digital media. The skills they acquired led to revenue-creating services 
producing wedding invitations, calendars, church programs, and other items on demand. The 
 




printing of their creations was outsourced, although one of the young people said he was saving 
money to purchase a printer. Others had plans to grow their business in similar ways.  The 
creative economy, as Isar (2013) indicates, is providing opportunities for alternative 
development pathways. 
Working at a cyber café, one young man reported how he became adept at using search 
engines. When he noticed many university students coming to the café using the computers to do 
internet searches for their research, he began helping café customers to research their university 
assignments. As his digital fluency improved, he learned to navigate different search engines, 
copying and pasting information for students’ assignments for which he received payment. It 
saved the students time and money as they did not have to find the material and pay for the use 
of the computer and the internet. Instead, they could pay for the completed searches and the 
compiled information. Thus, this young volunteer had translated his ‘free’ access to Internet time 
into a research business while holding down a non-paying job at the cyber café, combining his 
talents with the resources at hand into a revenue stream. 
In the digital and mobile economies, the nature of emerging work relies on digital 
literacy, beginning with basic skills in using smartphones, apps, computers, learning various 
computer programs, search engines, and the like. In Liberia’s gender-segregated economy, 
however, these are male-dominated skill sets. Authorities from the TVET sector noted the 
difficulty of attracting women to occupations in the trades long considered male strongholds and 
includes computer-based digital platform jobs or with ICTs.36  The respondents reported that 
 




women with computer skills were advantaged only in the banking system where they could work 
as tellers.37  
In Liberia's post-conflict economy, women play vital roles in agricultural production and 
market women are an important demographic, but they are mostly absent from more profitable 
and growing parts of the economy (Ministry of Gender and Development & World Bank Gender 
and Development Group, 2007; Meagher, 2010).  Gender norms around masculinities are often 
reinforced by conflict and crises, and Liberia is no exception. Normative constructions of 
masculinities and femininity prevail. A 'real man' is defined as a household head, the 
breadwinner for the family, and the family's primary decision-maker. This notion of being a man 
is understood as part of a gendered hierarchy in which men have the right to control and use 
violence.  Gender norms about what it means to be 'a real woman' point to the conflation of 
femininity with submissiveness, pride, and dignity, responsibilities for the care of the family and 
domestic duties and regulated to the private sphere, with limitations on her mobility, appearance, 
and behaviour (Nilsson et al., 2019).   
The few female respondents were all in On-The-Job (OJT) training at hotels or other 
domestic-related petty trade activities. Although Liberian women are more likely to be self-
employed than men and are active entrepreneurs, lower literacy levels and fewer marketable 
skills have limited female access to greater economic engagement and work opportunities in 
urban and informal economies (LISGIS, 2011).  Traditional obstacles to greater female 
participation in the economy are aggravated by post-conflict environments that reinforce 
dominant masculinity norms (the man as the breadwinner model).  The post-conflict 
 




environment includes widened gender gaps in education and skills, weaker property rights, 
heavier domestic burdens (including more dependents),  vulnerability to gender-based violence, 
a less favourable investment climate, and less access to business information (Aril, 2017; 
Meagher, 2010).  One male respondent stated that;  
Young men have multiple ways of living in the informal sector and generating money. 
They do haircutting, they do money changing, they sell scratch card and for the 
motor[cycle] side, and they do petty trading. For the women, the number of options are 
limited. Ok, that makes them more vulnerable in society, and they fall prey to teenage and 
early pregnancy, some unwanted pregnancy, and HIV and AIDS….youth females are at a 
higher risk of exploitations.38   
The men and women respondents reported that they are confused by contemporary gender 
and social norms and the way these operate, albeit for different reasons. Men noted that a 
normative bias towards women exists in contemporary policy circles and some economic sectors. 
They felt that women receive more opportunities than men, regardless of merit. Their 
understanding was that the desire to hire women was based on their sex and not their abilities.  In 
contrast, women described the difficulty and effects of the gendered hierarchy they had to 
overcome to have and keep a job as men control access to the jobs and often demand access to 
their bodies to get and hold a job. Some in this group stated that they would rather have their 
wives, girlfriends, or sisters work from home than face this kind of sexual predation. It 
reinforced the male respondents' perspective that jobs are a political commodity, and as they are 
 




limited in number, they go to a favoured group, in this instance, women and, more precisely, 
young women.  
Some young men noted other shifts around gender and work. For instance, some 
traditionally male-dominated occupations such as professional driving are experiencing the entry 
of women. Women were once passengers in taxis or on motorcycles. Even with larger vehicles 
such as trucks or mining equipment, increasingly, they are becoming drivers. Tensions arose 
when dealing with this subject as men believed that “their” jobs are being taken away. This 
attitude reflects masculinity forms that devalue women’s access to work and points to how 
gender norms discriminate against and constrain women.  
Young men reported that their responsibilities are heavier than those of young women. 
They feel familial and social expectations and social norms, especially dating, exert greater 
pressure on them than on women whom they viewed as the dating game's beneficiaries. “…the 
majority, Liberia citizens, the women sit down and expect their men to go and find for them.  
That is the policy.” 39 Another respondent stated that “dating someone means that you sometimes 
need to be responsible for some of their basic needs,”40 living up to the social and gendered norm 
of masculine behaviour.  Upon completing school or training, young men expect to support 
younger siblings through their schooling.  Many rural families whose sons or daughters work in 
cities expect to receive some financial support from them. In terms of social networking and 
dating, women’s expectations are higher than their male counterparts.  One male youth 
respondent said: 
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Men, our expectations are not very high. But women, every day they have expectations, 
and they are rising. Women want to be fashionable – every week they must do shopping. 
If she is going to a program, then she needs new clothes, new shoes, need to do her 
hair.  Pedicure, manicure.  She cannot do with what the man has, but women it’s very 
high than for man41. 
Young people noted the perception of unevenly shared responsibilities between young 
men and young women. Young men feel they must shoulder most of the responsibility for 
feeding and sheltering their families and providing some basic needs. The male respondents 
suggested a woman is not accountable for her income in the same way. According to the youth 
respondents, young men and young women contribute to their upkeep and family support, 
including educating their siblings. However, it seemed from the discussions that familial 
expectations on male wages are more significant than those earned by women, at least as 
perceived by the men. Men also report investing money in their girlfriends, while men's 
perceptions were that young women invest only in themselves and their appearance.  
Concepts of masculinity as constructed through accepted behaviors, historical attitudes, 
and social conventions align with traditional male responsibility and patriarchy norms. They are 
derived and perpetuated through women's expectations of men and men's (and women's) 
expectations of themselves (Nilsson et al., 2019). The sample had few women mainly it was the 
respondents working in the tourism industry, nevertheless the notions of masculinities and 
femininities was prominent in the discussions with young people.  Many men respondents 
including the stakeholders and youth advocacy groups identified youth primarily as male or as 
 




younger women. The masculinities promoted by gender and social norms is linked to or formed 
by the traditional system of the patriarchy where the man is envisioned as the breadwinner, the 
provider with the sole right to use violence in the way he sees fit.  Women are marginalised in 
the informal economy in the lowest wage earning sectors.  They are to be submissive and 
nurturing and caring but not the main providers.  These masculinities and femininities dominated 
the conversations.   
High levels of sexual and gender based violence were evident as women in the focus 
groups indicated that this was the norm at work.  Men treat sex as a right.   Liberia’s brutal war 
included high levels of SGBV.  The UN piloted a gender mainstreaming effort in Liberia.  This 
effort did not reduce the SGBV rather it led to the perception of the promotion of women over 
me,  It did not engage men and women to challenge the patriarchal structures that are oppressive.  
Rather, men saw women taking opportunities including jobs which they felt as a challenge to 
their status. It has served to reinforce the narrow concept of manhood revolving around financial 
independence, employment/income and the ability to start a family.  The years of war and 
violence have contributed to negative economic development, and toxic forms of masculinity 
that have led to aggression, homophobia, and misogyny, often in the form of violence (Kunz, 
2020).   
 Young people said they were confused by these norms that were pushing women into 
work where they were preyed on by men as their supervisors.  This gendered oppression takes 
different forms and violence against women perpetrated by men is a result of harmful beliefs 
about gender and unequal power relations between sexes.  
 Work done by young men is often located in highly visible public spaces and is very 




and viewed as an extension of domestic work. Their normative practices include obligations to 
parents and younger siblings for both men and women youth and transactional social 
relationships with women for male youth. 
The authorities noted that dominant male masculinity notions were deeply embedded in 
the post-conflict rehabilitation processes such as the Disarmament, Demobilisation, 
Rehabilitation, and Reintegration (DDRR).  The DDRR process provided short-term post-war 
programs were mainly for men with few provisions for women. Most young women could not 
access the reintegration or vocational skill programs. The authorities reported that TVET had 
been a “no-go zone” for women as trades have been historically male domains.  They said that 
current TVET programs have a 10 percent female participation quota across the board.  The only 
way they were able to reach that figure was with the support of a women’s advocacy group that 
provided full scholarships for 12 female TVET applications.  Without this incentive, the 
authorities surmised that no young women would have enrolled. Other research corroborates the 
finding of a gender gap in the informal economy (such as mobile services or digital enterprise)42, 
a stark reminder of the structural obstacles women face and the need for real and practical 
opportunities for women bricoleurs (GOL & WB Group, 2007).  
In Monrovia, youth is a concept mediated by globalization and is more male than female.  
Once younger women reach an age of maturity, which is defined as  having given birth, their 
primary identity shifts to ‘wives and mothers.’  Consequently, youth is a life stage experienced 
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ownership and mobile internet use have increased significantly among women, there is still a persistent gender gap. 
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differently by men and women in several important respects. The nuclear family model of men 
as breadwinners and women as carers is shaped by the contemporary social and gender norms. 
Women face unique challenges in finding work, accessing vocational skills, and sharing 
reproductive work in the family. Finding work is a vital event, mediated by normative 
institutions such as gendered hierarchies, policy regimes, and urban economic ecosystems. This 
means that the globalized spaces of the economy, where knowledge, mobility, and social 
networks are combined to create a living, are mainly spaces inhabited by young men, from which 
young women are largely excluded.  It also means that entrance to the labour market as an 
extended period of uncertainty is experienced differently by young women and young men.  The 
tactics of flexibility adopted to address risk may be gendered, with different kinds of access to 
resources for young women than for young men and higher levels of risk faced by young 
women.  Thus, vital conjunctures are quite different for men and women in Monrovia today. 
Working Joblessness, Bricolage, and 21st Century Skills  
 The term ’working joblessness’ describes the condition of Liberian young people who 
aspire for a job and are working hard as bricoleurs. This is an experience marked by dissonance, 
as elements of their lives are not working in harmony. They have invested in their education and 
have multiple certificates to validate what Bolten (2020) calls their “socially recognized 
legitimacy” as potential employees (p. 82).  They self-identify as unemployed yet support 
themselves and contribute financially (and socially) to their families. They meet some social 
markers of success as adults, including building a family (54 percent had children) and marriage 
(5 percent were married) and living independently (50 percent), except they did not have a stable 
income or social mobility.  They appear to be aware of the “global turn to youth,” often referring 




(Sukarieh & Tannock, 2008). Dissonance is generated by the quandary of working joblessness, a 
status as non-adults and non-children, and being labelled unskilled or unemployed despite 
investments in education and inventive bricolage strategies. They feel that they are making 
significant contributions to family, community, and the state, but their contributions are rarely 
recognized except in voting. One respondent put it this way: 
...when I went to college, I get my certificate and finish, my expectation is that I want to 
see that I improve my life, my status of living. ……My expectation that I have is beyond 
hand-to-mouth, its about living my life.  ….There is a difference, hand-to-mouth is at a 
lower level while the ones who have a job are at a higher level. It’s true that hand-to-
mouth is lower than office work.43    
The disconnect between aspirations and the reality of their socio-economic marginalization feeds 
a sense of powerlessness and underpins the dissonance they experience in their lives.  
Formal jobs have intrinsic value as being “modern.” Having such jobs represents an 
anchor for youth as part of the formal or “modern” economy, bringing taxation, social security, 
paid vacation, sick days, predictable income flow, and other protections. Youth believe that 
formal economy jobs provide opportunities for planning, pursuing a career, and raising a family. 
They think such jobs are more manageable than their bricolage, which requires mobility, 
physicality, maximum flexibility, and manual labour. They understand jobs as a political 
commodity shared out to those favoured by the government and its allies, not merit-based. Thus, 
one’s social-political networks and influential references are paramount in gaining a job, which 
can secure personal status and the luxury of planning a successful life due to a steady and stable 
 




income. The dual message is that being part of a patronage system has benefits and that getting a 
job is less about the skills one acquires and more about the social networks one inhabits.  
In my study, youth expressed frustration with the systematic exclusion they face in 
acquiring employment. They are frustrated by the lack of action on the part of the government.  
One respondent said, “Government only say what [my emphasis], they can’t do what they say...  
They only say it”44 - this sentiment was echoed by others. The youth respondents' inherent 
frustration relates to the formal labour sector's failures and the public education system to create 
opportunities in a changing marketplace and prepare youth with skills for the market. They 
attribute these failures to misguided government priorities and global regimes, whereby political 
elites or decision-makers are depriving them of a pathway to becoming modern.   
The youth respondents are bricoleurs who have created work by delivering services in the 
creative, digital, mobile, transport, and tourism sectors. The interviews pointed to how they 
learned from their peers, mentors, or the internet to recognize opportunities, how they combined 
resources at hand, which were most often socially-embedded resources rather than material ones, 
and how they combined and co-created work, often in multiple workflows.  
Establishing a regular work practice extends over a long period.  Most of the respondents 
in the older group were still engaged in skill development for themselves even as their nuclear 
family was established and growing, and they were actively engaged in developing work 
opportunities. This period of establishing a stable work practice with sufficient incomes to 
support their lifestyle is an extended vital conjuncture for most young people in the sample. As 
one woman respondent said,  “It is not easy. Anywhere you get money from is not soft; it’s 
 




rather hard. So, it’s not easy.  Because sometimes I have to get sleepless nights, I have to work 
all throughout the night till morning, so it’s not easy at all.”45   One respondent indicated how he 
had begun as a motorcycle taxi rider, and then due to government action to take motorcycle taxis 
off the main routes in Monrovia, he began in another line of work, becoming a taxi driver using a 
car. However, it took almost four years to make the change from motorcycle to car taxi as this 
involved learning to drive a car, gaining a driver’s license, and getting access to a car to drive.  
The central tenet of bricolage is making do with whatever is at hand, implying a limited 
set of resources and two biases: one toward active engagement and the other toward testing 
conventional limits. In creating meaningful work, several tactics were reported as useful to 
bricoleurs. Having multiple workflows is one tactic. Most of the youth respondents had multiple 
sources of income and multiple activities they were pursuing at any one time.  The one that got 
their full attention was the one that was most lucrative or most accessible to them. A second 
tactic is combining efforts with immediate income with some that may bring no income in the 
short term but have the potential for longer-term work prospects. The combination of short-term 
incomes and the accumulation of prospects is a tactic to navigate the vital conjuncture of 
extended periods of uncertainty to have stable work (Sieveking & Dallywater, 2016).  
A third tactic some respondents referred to was to leverage their passion. By this, they 
meant using unique gifts or talents to create value add economic activities such as the musicians 
recording music, the drummer recording his traditional drumming for life’s celebrations, the 
graphic artists expressing their creativity amongst others. One young person indicated that he 
was a pastor (unlicensed) and had a gift of oratory and could preach popular sermons.  This gave 
 




him access to social networks for his business. He considered this as the most satisfying and 
successful tactic. The fourth tactic was to associate with peers in a sector where there is work. 
Prospects in bricolage flow from organic social resources, and building social networks means 
building prospects.  
In estimating their earnings as a percentage of their total daily needs, under 50 percent of 
youth respondents are able to earn less than half of their needs, and over a third say their 
earnings covered over half of their daily needs, as shown in Figure 3. They reported that 
insufficient income had three significant impacts: 1) it motivated greater creativity in problem-
solving or thinking outside the box; 2) it delayed independent living, and 3) it was an obstacle to 
skills training. Bricolage can feed inventiveness. 
Figure 4: 








Baker and Nelson (2005) argue that resource scarcity is “idiosyncratic to the use that is made of 
it” (Baker & Nelson, 2005, p. 332). An example in my sample was a young man in a cyber café 
doing research on the Internet for university students and an unemployed university graduate 










resources are socially constructed, combining material objects and social connections in ways 
that produce revenue. Such resources may seem of little measurable value in an objective sense 
but combined with recognized opportunities in the bricoleurs’ neighborhoods; they illustrate how 
valuable combinations can be wrested from highly constrained or limited economic 
environments. The youth respondents use their unique resource combinations to extract expertise 
(learning-by-doing) from what the traditional job market would consider unqualified sources.  
A young man of 35 years of age who had recently graduated from university with a BA, a 
significant accomplishment (he noted that at his age, he should have been able to earn a Ph.D.), 
shared his narrative about creating work. When he and a group of friends could not find work,  
they began writing scripts for films and then shooting films around Monrovia with a borrowed 
video recorder. They said they learned a lot from the Internet about making movies. The movies 
they produced were shown in their homes to family, friends, colleagues, and neighborhood video 
houses. This created a demand for more. They began copying them digitally and selling their 
home-made movie discs through social networks. As their skills developed, their product 
improved, and market demand increased. They pursued their creative passion while generating 
enough money to continue working.46 Passion, some skill level, and access to a tool (video 
camera borrowed from his elder sister) demonstrate the socially embedded nature of the 
resources at hand for this bricoleur and how social capital was leveraged to create work.   
Despite the failure to have a ‘job,’ it was evident that each of the youth respondents was 
proud of their successful bricolage (or non-job). The broadcaster working as a volunteer at a 
radio station said his regular radio feature made him popular, and this translated into other 
 




income. The movie producer related how they learned about apps and software that could 
provide backdrops for their movie-making. They developed a following who were always 
waiting for the next installment of the movies.  A plumber supported his fellow plumbers and 
construction colleagues using his access and knowledge of the internet to develop the estimates 
of quantities they needed for a piece of work. He was confident that his colleague plumbers won 
the job because of their ‘professional bill of quantities’ (list of materials with prices), which he 
produced at a small cost. In their bricolage strategies, they drew on whatever resources were at 
hand in the environment, applied their skills, mobilized their social networks, and accumulated a 
wealth of prospects.   
Bricolage highlights the skills of young people.  Multiple sites of interaction between 
their skills and markets are evident. These skills are acquired in many different ways and are 
enacted through bricolage.  One respondent said: 
For me, after I graduate from high school and that of college, I was lucky, I attended the 
school, the trade school, Ahmadiyya School of Technology. I attended there and they 
were able to teach me how to do a home electricity at college, home wiring. From there, I 
was lucky. I came across a Senegalese man who also taught me how to do a ceiling 
design, which we call the P.O.P. (Plaster of Paris). Besides that, I have my own skills in 
me that is to be a businessman, so I will manage in terms of business and surviving.  I do 
electrical work; I do ceiling designing, and I also do business.  So, these are the skills that 
are in me that I am living by.  I am not an employee.47   
Another respondent showed how he had translated his formal education into his living: 
 




From my formal education, I obtain a degree in criminal justice.  But actually, it’s not 
productive for me now because there is no job.  Yeah, so, then the other training that I 
obtained is in theatre arts. Yeah, theatre arts. And I am a movie director and also an actor.  
And I am heading an organization, the xxxxxxxx Production.  Basically, I am involved 
into more than what I did in school.  What I obtained my degree in.  Yeah, actually this is 
what I am focussing on and where I get my little one or two cents. Sometimes we go in 
the bush, we sometimes go in the studio and edit, launch the movies and get a little cent.  
This is what I am living on now.48  
Other respondents showed how the variety of skills they have to draw on are useful in their 
bricolage. A respondent narrated: 
...there are lots of skills that I learned over the years. When I was even in grade school, I 
started barbing (cutting hair), from there I started with shoe-making, started making 
shoes, and I was able to get my diploma and all of that. And later on, I started learning the 
drama, the soap opera, writing scripts, reading the drama script and lives stage 
performance, drama, and jingles. A lot of things that I have learned, other than formal 
education. I can easily survive as well.  
Another respondent said:  
What I benefit from is my driving, one, two, my entertainment because I am an 
entertainer.  People call me for programs, and I go and perform for them. I learned these 
skills right in Liberia. Before I started with driving, I ride a motorbike.  Once they took 
 




the motorbike from the street, I started to go around people who have a car.  And 
successfully, I became a driver and got my own car.49   
These narratives illustrate how some respondents identify or draw on the resources in 
their environment, whether from an encounter, family support, or market dynamics, and the 
shifting environments in their workscapes. They use socially embedded resources such as 
borrowing the video camera from a family member to make movies or a personal connection 
with the Senegalese man who taught POP ceilings. Opportunism and interest combine to realize 
the possibilities of acquiring skills to use in the marketplace. These respondents show how they 
have judged the market to be available to their wares. The young man who learned electricity 
and POP ceilings complemented his skills by going online to learn more about POP. The movie 
director learned online how to use software to create backdrops in his movies. 
Bricoleurs described the combining of various strands of work was reported as a success 
tactic as well a resilience strategy: if one line of work is not paying, others might.  One 
respondent said he had been a motorcycle taxi driver, and when the government removed them 
from the streets, he decided to locate himself near the car park and made himself useful by 
providing labour to others who needed it.  He then used his knowledge of the rules of the road 
and driving and located himself near a taxi park where he found he could be useful.  By his 
helpful comportment (self-discipline and providing labour to other taxi drivers in the park), he 
could access cars to learn to drive a car.  Eventually, through his abilities in financial 
management (savings), he was able to purchase a car, an asset to generate additional income and 
stabilize his work.    
 




All of the young people in my sample rated their abilities as high for each of the five soft 
twenty-first-century skills – Communication, Creativity, Collaboration, Critical Thinking, and 
Self Discipline.  Most of the youth respondents value these capabilities as being central to their 
bricolage successes. These respondents had never heard of the concept of 21st-century skills 
(neither had the authorities), but once identified as such, they immediately understood their 
value. As many types of work are co-created, knowing how to collaborate is considered 
essential.  Working with others in collaborative ways is part of accessing materiality, assets, or 
networks needed to support the bricolage. Self-discipline is the most often mentioned skill or 
capacity that is considered critical to success.  Anyone who is not self-disciplined, they said, 
cannot succeed as a bricoleur. Their success as bricoleurs is a testament they said to their 21st-
century skills. They have acquired those skills in diverse ways through self-teaching (often with 
online assistance), from their lived experience, technical and vocational training programs, 
family and acquaintances, or school.  A respondent reported: 
From my home, my father always told me, your attitude will determine your attitude out.  
So, if you learn something from your home, which is good when you go out there, you 
apply it out, and people see you and give you praises.  If you learn something from your 
house good and you go out, and you send a bad record on your family.50 
The 21st-century skills make these successful youth bricoleurs. Ironically, these skills and 
capacities learned at home, or through experience or informal apprenticeships rather than at 
school, are not recognized as skills by young people or authorities. Skills are defined in a 
narrowly bounded concept related to the formal education system and useful for access to a 
 




modern job. They said skills were learned in school, and the most important ones were those 
from vocational and educational skills. Youth respondents believed that vocational skills were 
most useful for self-employment. One informant stated that skills learned in school (reading and 
writing and English) could make a person more money and are therefore more valuable than 
skills learned elsewhere (such as self-discipline, self-awareness, manners) because the latter kind 
- the 21st-century skills come with no certification document.   
Some of the non-school learned skills which the youth respondents brought to their 
bricolage include financial management, time management, negotiation, personal interaction, 
emotional awareness, survival strategies, opportunity identification (tactical and strategic 
thinking), basic cooking, concentration, and self-discipline and networking, as well as self-
awareness (identifying one's passion). Reading and writing or literacy, they stated, are essential, 
but communication, collaboration, insightful thinking, and creativity are critical for their success. 
Income, its regularity or the social status related to regular income, is not the measure of young 
people's bricolage's success, which instead is achieved thorough the combination and 
deployment of 21st-century skills and opportunities and accumulation of wealth in prospects 
drawn from networking, flexibility, and determination - the enactment of their agency.   
Youth respondents noted that education, while not delivering on job expectations, is 
meaningful because of literacy. They reported that reading and writing are crucial entry skills to 
the ICT field, which, along with other digital developments, offers more opportunities in the 
expanding urban informal economy. Many respondents noted that work is far more than an 
income-generating activity, although this was the central piece. They suggested that their work 
drew on them in a way that a job would not likely.  It entailed decision-making about how to 




phones, motorcycles), how to earn income, how to exploit social networking, how to learn digital 
skills, how to brainstorm ideas, and how to be continually mobile, socially engaged and learn 
tactics from peers. It requires strategic thinking (how to position oneself) and often is co-created 
with someone else. Intentionality and encounters are essential, as is combining social resources 
to create something.  Thus, they said that the social production of knowledge was of considerable 
importance to bricoleurs, as was the economic activity of profit or income seeking.  
Working joblessness means a perpetual status as a youth because income is rarely stable 
or sufficient, and the work is precarious and contingent on rapidly changing conditions. The 
development of the family is circumstantial and mainly unplanned despite attaining adulthood 
benchmarks such as marriage, parenting, and shouldering responsibilities of siblings. No matter 
how skilled they may become, without a stable income, youth working in the informal economy 
industries risk being perpetual non-adult adults. Working joblessness in the informal urban 
ecosystem is marked by dissonance because the youth’s skills are not recognized or valued, and 
the value of their work is unrecognized, as they deliver services in less conspicuous places in the 
informal economy.   
‘Youthed Economies’ and Pathways to Work  
Globalization and global connections have fostered change at the local level, and money-
making opportunities are emerging in the urban informal economy.  For instance, in the sample 
of youth respondents, the interaction of culture and digitalization has resulted in new commercial 
products with value for customers.  Music, graphic arts, and other forms of cultural and 
commercial products are contributing to some young people’s livelihoods. A youth respondent 




Globally things are changing, technology is taking its route. In the age of information, 
you see that people are trying to take advantage of what is going on. The transport sector 
is expanding, so the impact in an informal way is that people are finding a way where 
they can fit in. Except that they don’t have the security they need, for instance, insurance, 
people don’t have insurance, the global economy is responding to the demand for 
transportation. Our people in the country are taking advantage of that change. So, places 
that people used to walk, now they don’t walk, they take the motorbike.51  
Access to globalized merchandise like affordable motorcycles, mobile phones, computers, and 
access to the internet with a host of ideas offer growing bricolage opportunities. Some sectors for 
bricolage are emerging, seemingly constituting ‘youthed’ economies.  These economic activities 
such as motorcycle taxis or in the creative economy such as music, or the digital and mobile 
economy are mainly undertaken by young people. This finding supports research by Shepler 
(2010) in the music business and Menzel (2011) in the motorcycle taxi business.  In the mobile 
economy, the paraphernalia and airtime (scratch cards) associated with owning a mobile phone 
engages many young people in commerce.  
From the young Liberians' interviews, I construct three examples of mini sectors in the 
youthed informal urban economies. In sharing their narratives of their work, they demonstrated 
structural entry points and growth pathways comprising a form of institutional hierarchies giving 
shape to the sector. The transport sector or motorcycle taxi sector, which provides transport 
options to individuals using a motorcycle as a taxi, the mobile economy particularly that 
anchored in services such as phone charging, selling of air time for mobiles and paraphernalia 
 




accompanying mobiles (earbuds, cases, etc.), fixing phones and app management, and the Cyber 
Café sector. These three sectors provide self-employment for many young people and should be 
of interest to policymakers or development practitioners looking for ways to support the growth 
and success of both the individuals in these sectors and the sectors themselves.   
By making visible elements and the dynamics of the internal pathways and structures, it is 
possible to identify points where development practice and policy may positively affect the 
outcomes by increasing returns to labour or transitioning to a waged type of economy. It is 
possible to view how the five variables of bricolage identified by Di Domenico et al. (2010), 
which populate the institutional environment, interact 1) physical or material inputs; 2) labour 
inputs; 3) skills inputs; 4) markets; and 5) customers (p.382).  In the following section, I 
elaborate on three mini-sectors: the motorcycle taxi sector, the mobile economy, and cyber café 
work.  
In the transportation sector, motorcycle taxis are ubiquitous as an affordable transport 
system. It is a popular revenue stream for many young people – as noted above, mostly for men 
(Peters, 2007). It requires high mobility and provides ‘fast cash’ (meaning cash at hand) 
(Menzel, 2011). Often called Okada’s across West Africa, the entry point into this money-
making endeavour is access to a motorcycle (preferably a licensed one). Figure 4 presents a 
schematic of the structures of the motorcycle taxi industry. The Okada industry is  decentralized, 
based in locales or a geographical place, usually in a neighbourhood where they congregate to 
look for passengers. It can be a legal place designated by municipal authorities or an illegal 




The locale is related to the services it offers and has to be close to a source of customers such as 
a marketplace or exit from a neighbourhood on to the main road.  
The motorcycle taxi industry is organized with an association of members who pay 
regular dues. The association acts to protect its members' welfare, particularly in relation to the 
police, as there are many incidences requiring intervention from the association leaders to 
support its members in the police station.  
Figure 5: 
Motorcycle Taxi or Okada Sector 
 
There are several pathways in this sector, as narrated in the interviews with young 
Liberians. Many young men access motorcycles through peer and family networks. Access to a 
motorcycle means learning how to operate it (and presumably learning the rules of the road). 
Others access motorcycles through associating themselves in the locale where motorcycles 
operate, and still, others enter the business through an individual who is operating a motorcycle. 
Entry point often located 
at park 
Could be working 12 hrs 
per day and sharing asset 
for other parts of the day




















With diligence and paying attention to savings, it is often possible to purchase a motorcycle to 
become an owner through Okada driving. This sequence, it was reported, could take up to two 
years to achieve. Being a motorcycle owner (and rider) offers a more stable income than in the 
entry position at the bottom of the hierarchy in Figure 4. From university graduates to unlettered 
young men, Okada riders reported that the taxi work, mainly shared taxi work (meaning sharing 
a motorcycle), was an excellent pathway to developing capital, social networks, and information 
for the next phase business. They reported that taxi work's high mobility allowed them to see and 
understand different types of businesses that they might not have otherwise seen, adding value 
for their next phase or additional workstreams for their bricolage.   
Auxiliary businesses, such as mechanical services, support the motorcycle taxi sector.  
Providing services to Okada riders offers the opportunity to make a social connection that allows 
an individual to learn how to ride. Once the individual has learned how to ride, they move to the 
next level of working part-time as a transport purveyor, perhaps late at night, when the full-time 
Okada rider is finished for the day. The license to drive must be acquired, an asset acquisition 
that requires a significant amount of cash and preparation. When the license is obtained, to drive 
full time becomes more attainable.   
Through social relations and networks, access is gained into this sector. Learning the 
skills to be a driver is entirely peer-driven, and transport markets are locally based. If viewed as a 
sector or a mini-industry rather than as an individual on a motorcycle, it is possible to engage 
with the structures and institutions, understand how the sector interacts, and articulate how 




development practice and policy opportunities to work more effectively and include motorcycle 
taxi transportation into the urban transport sector.  
Another sector that has pathways as described by the young Liberians in my sample is the 
mobile economy. In the mobile ecosystem, young people play a crucial role and create and co-
create work in auxiliary businesses with a small or mini 'industry' recognizable. Like the 
motorcycle taxi sector, it too provides ‘fast cash’ and has its intrinsic hierarchy, as illustrated in 
Figure 5. This hierarchy offers possible pathways of bricolage in the mobile ecosystem.  It is 
possible to move up the hierarchy of that ecosystem by increasing skills (either through 
mentorship and apprenticeship), saving income, and operationalizing social networks as 
resources to link into the web of existing auxiliary business.  
Like the Okada sector, it has locales, geographical sites usually near where people 
congregate for transport or marketing. It acts as a network, particularly if these auxiliary 
businesses are co-located. The entry point is usually through a known interlocutor, a friend.  It is 
possible to overcome resource constraints by navigating the network, offering labour in return 
for learning, and adding skills and assets. It is also possible for one person to engage in all these 
activities.  As the transport system, the mobile ecosystem is necessary for areas of low 
infrastructure development and poor roads, so it offers an expanding market as the number of 
consumers who need affordable communication services increases and as broadband offerings 









The Mobile Ecosystem 
The third example of bricolage as a pathway to work is working at a cyber café, which is 
the public access venue for most users to the internet and computers. It may involve irregular 
payment, be part-time, or offer no payment, yet it offers the opportunity to combine resources 
and for creative invention.  Also located in specific places, it is usually social networks that 
allow a person to access or gain access to work. The individual has to be a known and 
recommended individual to the owner. From the youth respondent interviews, patterns show how 
some young people creatively couple the available resources. Figure 6 illustrates this from the 
perspective of an individual working in a cybercafé who has some access to the internet and the 
use of a computer. It illustrates how an individual unable to buy a personal computer has 






















Cyber Café Work  
 
The youthed economies in the informal urban ecosystem offer nodes, usually geographic 
locales that operate in a networked mini sector. For example, a "telephone booth" kiosk where 
mobile phones are recharged or repaired could also be a moneychanger locale or a barbershop. 
Monrovia's roadways are replete with young people working on their bricolage strategies – 
pushing wheelbarrows with goods to sell, moving water for sale in yellow five-gallon containers 
(Shepler, 2010), creating spaces to fix motorcycles or parks where motorcycle taxis gather to 
offer their services to citizens. A cyber café acts not only as a public access point for computers 
and the internet, but it is also a place of learning where many young people have learned 
computer skills-by-doing. The roadways are mobility pathways and markets where connections 
are made between customers and service deliverers, where people can meet and transact 
business.  Workscapes usually have no permanent infrastructure or resting place - mostly, it is in 























work on roadways or charging too high an entry fee to market places infer displacement from 
their customers and their market site.  
These informal sectors engaging youth (Figure 4, 5, and 6) in the urban economies offer 
growth opportunities, using social networks as entry points. The paucity of economic resources 
or capital is not a limit to their bricolage in the sense that these young people are drawing support 
mainly from social rather than economic or physical resources. The youthed economies rely on 
embedded relational factors, young people’s mobility, and the capacity to work creatively around 
resource constraints.  
The youth respondents shared stories about their pathways to establishing their work 
practice. These narratives are not linear. Their pathways into work require patience as they are 
fraught with breaks due to unfortunate circumstances such as the death of a supporter or pressing 
family needs, inadequate cash, or illness. Common elements include combining schooling, 
technical skill-building, mentors and influencers, volunteer work and social connections, and a 
link to an asset. Their experiences point to a confluence of opportunities, mainly rooted in social 
networks, family events, close supporting communities (for example, a church group), or 
capabilities developed at home and through influencers or mentors where co-creation of work 
might occur.  
Experiencing Youth   
As mentioned previously, to be a youth means to be a nonadult with unstable income and 
an inability to plan. Half of the youth respondents reported experiencing extended periods of 
unremunerated work through internships or on-the-job training (OJT), sometimes as part of their 
TVET certification.  These programs have OJT work terms of physical labour in local hotels for 




even up to 12 months. The internships are perceived as being more about demonstrating their 
ability to do the work with the possibility of achieving a full-time job in that enterprise and less 
about learning. One young man respondent reported being an intern at a radio station and had a 
regular radio show. He was a volunteer and began his work there as an OJT. He was still an OJT, 
one year later, now with a regular radio program, and learned a way to pay himself for his work.    
Vital conjunctures into work are extended periods and involve volunteer efforts, OJTs, 
internships, and apprenticeships, which require young people to invest both time, effort, and 
money into their development.  Depending on the bricolage or livelihood opportunities and 
support from family and peer networks will determine if young people can take this time.  
Some male respondents indicated they learned skills, residential electrical wiring, 
plumbing, and auto mechanics, by identifying a competent tradesperson in their extended family 
or community and affiliating themselves as voluntary apprentices to these individuals. They 
chose to "learn by doing." Two-thirds of the respondents used online resources to upgrade their 
trades skills, familiarize themselves with plumbing components, and do job estimates, including 
bills of quantities, and research repairing newer vehicle models. About half of the respondents 
suggested that one could learn more from working "hands-on" under an experienced tradesman 
than from TVET institutions, but the lack of certification makes it less desirable. A significant 
shortcoming of the informal apprenticeships is, they said, a lack of certification documents.  
Families and communities, they reported, are vital to their bricolage and workscapes. Like 
the community, families are resources and provide social networks, moral support, and access to 
socially embedded resources. Youth respondents reported that cultural or social demands also 
drove "youthful behaviour" of forever scrambling to get enough money, being dependent and 




social construct is understood as an extended period of non-adulthood and a shared grievance 
about their exclusion from the modern neoliberal jobs. A shared youth identity boosts a sense of 
solidarity and provides a sense of internal cohesion and social belonging that confers social 
entitlement and a shared experience.  This solidarity is part of the socially embedded resources 
and those resources at hand that their bricolage can draw upon in their peer associations.   
Peer networks and member associations such as the Bike Riders Union52 are also 
resources for bricolage. Through peers, techniques or skills are learned, joint collaborative 
efforts develop an associational life, which is an asset for a bricoleur as it provides social 
networks and resources that may be co-opted into use for work. Membership associations 
provide protection for members and, in some instances, expressions of democracy through 
electing leaders. Often the leaders are the ones to help the membership solve problems for 
members to extract themselves from the police station if arrested for a traffic infraction. 
Association leaders are also a voice for youth in civil society and are often targeted by politicians 
for support during election campaigns.  
The youth cohort is often the first to adopt new technologies, as seen from mobile phone 
ownership statistics.53 Youth respondents reported learning from each other how to use 
 
52 The Bike Riders Union (BRU) in Liberia accounts for the largest national group of working male youth.  As a 
member, dues are paid to park leadership (the park being the locale where motorcycles congregate to find taxis).  
The dues are used to support the organisational development and the leaders in their job of protecting bike riders.  
The BRU leadership reported spending a lot of time at the police station to extract their members from the police 
over perceived or actual traffic infractions.   
53 Mobile phones are ubiquitous in West Africa and the penetration is increasing in both urban and rural sectors at 
the rate of 5% annually. While Internet usage is low in both countries, broadband is expanding its coverage, and new 
less expensive smartphones are beginning to penetrate the market. This gives many more people the opportunity to 
access the Internet. However, broadband is expensive across Africa; one gigabyte of data costs an estimated 18 % of 
average monthly income.  Sierra Leone is at the bottom of the affordability index for Internet. Research shows an 
Internet gender gap across Africa, resulting in males receiving better access (Alliance for Affordable Internet:  




smartphones and WhatsApp.54 Traditional school curricula in Liberia do not offer digital skill 
training, nor do schools utilize these technologies, even at a tertiary level (Gberie & Mosely, 
2016). Graduates and other youth pay individually for opportunities to learn necessary 
computing skills, usually in peer-learning courses offered at cybercafés, which perform double 
duty as computer schools.  New technologies offer expanded and innovative platforms for 
pursuing informal economic activities, and many young people are quick to take advantage of 
them. Despite low levels of formal education or other shortcomings that would identify them as 
unskilled, they own mobile phones, learn from each other and use them in their business 
strategies (Asongu, 2013).  
As noted in the first section, youth's gendered experience anchored in social and cultural 
norms means that youth is a different experience for men than for women. Being a school goer 
and not a school goer are also different experiences, and a respondent reported an increasing 
divide among these types of youth identities. Those who acquire skills at institutions and those 
who learn from peers and replicate what they are seeing as money earning strategies is another 
dividing line, he suggested.  Youth is differently constituted and configured in different times 
and places by social processes. As a development stage, youth's multiple and fluid identity as a 
socio-generational concept, as a bearer of human capital or human rights or a consumer of 
culture amongst others, is also a socially-embedded resource that youth can co-opt.   
Some youth respondents described their choice of work as arbitrary copying what their 
peers did or taking opportunities offered by parents or extended family. They welcomed an 
opportunity of career counselling that a Monrovia high school was piloting.  Counselling 
 
54 A gender gap in mobile ownership and digital inclusion reflects existing gender inequalities, and threatens to 




provided a chance to think and plan an occupation and some professional development. They 
associated careers with a set of academic or technical skills acquired through educational 
institutions or certified programs, tightly coupled to jobs or formal employment. While a career 
may be desirable for them, it was not something which young people thought of in terms of their 
bricolage, even as skill acquisition will support their bricolage.  
Young people reported that they are frustrated by their poverty, difficulties accessing 
resources, and the low quality of public education, which they see as obstacles to their 
aspirations. Their aspirations are not in short supply, such as a plumber who wants to be a fully 
certified electrical engineer, a recent BA graduate who wants a Ph.D., a parking lot attendant 
who hopes for a first post-secondary degree. Most young people in the research are positioning 
themselves for the future, their aspirations based on educational attainments such as developing 
IT or other useful technical skills.  They are willing to share their dreams, despite their 
frustration with the state's lack of progress and its political leaders on conditions impacting their 
lives and the numerous times they have shared their stories.   
Youth relished sharing their narratives of bricolage. They traced the pathways into work 
and highlighted their successes in bricolage marked not by income but by accumulated prospects 
and their acumen in mobilizing these prospects in a resource-scarce environment. The 
workscapes where global connections are leveraged in Monrovia's economic ecosystem are 
gendered and less accessible to young women.  Like youth's fluid identities, the workscapes that 
youth inhabit are not stable or fixed and do not provide a solid surface for enactment. Instead, 
they are volatile and fluid, political structuration that adapts to time and place and processes 
refracting youth's multiple identities (Christiansen et al., 2006). Working joblessness is a 




their modernist aspirations, their lived realities, and their social cues.  Ironically, the skills they 
enact in their bricolage offer them productive value, whereas those from education and training 
have not done so.   
Bricolage implies an action orientation. It often takes place in a neighborhood co-located 
with several services and not necessarily in fixed premises. It may occur along the roadside, at 
home, in and around a marketplace, or over the phone. It means mobility and flexibility are 
assets for bricolage. The central features of young people's work in Monrovia's urban ecosystem 
are precarity, mobility dependent, limited resources, leveraging prevailing circumstances, 
requires skills and provides insufficient income. If circumstances change, the work could change 
or disappe0ar. By adopting a flexible strategy, young people gather multiple opportunities for 
paid work. They deploy their agentic capacities in organic social processes to use whatever is at 
hand to realize income.  The benchmark of success is not profit like neoliberal entrepreneurship; 
rather, wealth is found in prospects. Some of the skills they use in their bricolage are different 
from education and training valued skills.  Education and training are essential for a pathway to 
work and the gatekeeper for entry to the neoliberal economy, one possibility amongst a wealth of 
prospects in their future outlooks.  
 
Chapter 6:  Sierra Leone, Freetown Workscapes And Bricoleurs 
Most youth in Liberia and Sierra Leone lived through violent conflict during their 
formative years. They experienced peace as a global governance political project embodied in 
the statist liberal peacebuilding project. In Sierra Leone, as in Liberia, the 2014 Ebola epidemic 
disrupted the post-conflict recovery process, sending the country's' development trajectory into a 




rankings on the Human Development Index (UNDP, 2019). Like urban youth in Monrovia, 
Sierra Leonean urban youth cohorts work in the informal sector,  mainly self-employed. They 
aspire to find jobs in the formal economy, but the reality is that there are few. Solving the youth 
unemployment crisis, conceived as a stabilizing strategy for a fragile state, is high on the 
development agenda. Limitations of the liberal peacebuilding project and the embedded 
structural violence of neoliberal policies shape young peoples’ present and future.  
This chapter's focus is on youth in Sierra Leone’s capital city, Freetown.  The chapter 
begins with an overview of the similarities and differences between Liberia and Sierra Leone. 
Freetown's informal urban ecosystem offers parallel opportunities and challenges for youthful 
bricoleurs to those found in Monrovia. They also live in the conditions of working joblessness, 
and they, too, experience the dissonance created by globalization.  The second section discusses 
the post-conflict environment, where youth unemployment is high on the development agenda.   
The third section elaborates on the elements of bricolage through the mobilization of socially-
embedded resources. The final section focuses on workscapes, bringing out how embedded 
global flows and artefacts of war, colonialism, and patriarchy relevant to a post-conflict logic 
contribute to the formation of an enabling environment for young people's bricolage.   
Comparing Sierra Leone and Liberia:  An Overview 
Like Liberia, Sierra Leone was founded in the early 19th century as a site for a colony of 
freed slaves promoted by Western abolition movements. While Liberia was founded as an 
independent republic and has embedded liberty as the cornerstone of its constitution, Sierra 
Leone was founded as a colonial nation.  Nevertheless, the two countries share the experience of 
domination by a settler class. Both colonization schemes impressed a class-based system on the 




jobs.  As a result, both countries have complicated political legacies. Both countries are 
dependent on dominant donors, albeit different ones: the United States remains the leading 
provider of foreign aid in Liberia, and the United Kingdom leads ODA in Sierra Leone (Brown, 
2017; Enria, 2018). 
Before the war, widespread political exclusion and forms of neopatrimonialism marred 
both countries' governance structures, impacting state-building and peacebuilding processes 
(Bøås, 2001; Howe, 2015).  In both states, several systems operate alongside each other:  the 
formal, the informal, and the customary. There is no clear separation between public and private 
spheres, and informal and customary rules influence state-society relations. Personal relations 
based on kinship and community constitute the basis for trust and the channel for accessing 
political and economic benefits. Liberia’s political system excluded indigenous people and was 
designed by a small group to serve their interests. In Sierra Leone, geographically a smaller 
country but with a higher population, the chieftaincy system reinforced by colonialism created a 
political elite where a gerontocracy excluded youth from access to essential services and 
resources by a customary system that does not value youth (Richards, 1996).   
The two countries share the geography of an Atlantic seacoast and a hinterland and have 
similar mineral resources. During the twentieth century, mining and cash crops dominated their 
exports.  The causes of their wars are similar - extractive economies in corrupt fragile states 
where existing inequalities were made worse by the 1980s structural adjustment programs (Bøås, 
2001). In both countries, the civil wars highlighted the issues around land and agriculture and the 
hypermobility of rural youths (Richards et al., 2007). Some have argued that these wars can best 
be understood as a crisis of youth, triggered by the failure of patrimonialism, a response to the 




for the majority youth who had become delinked from the land and agriculture and hypermobile 
(Peters, 2011; Richards, 1996; Richards et al., 2007; Utas, 2003).   In both countries, reliance on 
the extraction of commodities such as iron ore, diamonds, gold, timber, and fish gives rise to 
enclave economies, which exacerbate joblessness. Neither country has been able to diversify its 
economy or to increase the value-added from its extractive industries. Both remain vulnerable to 
the boom and bust cycle of the global commodities markets. Despite vast arable land, neither 
country has developed its agriculture sector to feed its people, and colonial agriculture's legacy 
constitutes an obstacle to agricultural development (Richards et al., 2007).  Like Liberia, Sierra 
Leone's social norms and the current political economy disadvantage women, blocking women 
from playing a crucial part in national development. Social and gender norms continue to 
exclude women, so they are less able to take advantage of new opportunities, resources, and 
structures which are being introduced (Koroma, 2014; Nilsson et al., 2019).   
The global response to the violent conflicts was similar in both countries: humanitarian 
action, support for peace negotiations, and then implementation of a statist liberal peacebuilding 
model of global conflict management, beginning with Disarmament, Demobilisation, and 
Reintegration of combatants and a Transitional Justice project. The two countries, however, 
relied on different transitional justice mechanisms. In Sierra Leone, the transitional justice 
project was a Special Court, to try those deemed the most responsible for the civil war, and a 
truth-seeking mechanism in the form of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Liberia 
relied solely on a TRC. Unlike in Sierra Leone, the Liberians considered most responsible for the 
war were never held to account. Comparative research in the two countries on how teachers talk 




than Liberia (Shepler & Williams, 2017).  Unlike Sierra Leone, Liberia lacks a unified narrative 
about the war, which appears to be essential for reconciliation (McCandless, 2008).   
Both countries placed a strong emphasis on economic development in their recovery 
processes. Their contemporary development agendas aim to reduce high levels of 
multidimensional poverty (70.1% for Liberia, 64.8% in Sierra Leone in comparison to 54% for 
sub-Saharan Africa as a whole). Youth unemployment is critical to both development agendas. 
The population profiles of Liberia and Sierra Leone are similar, with the largest demographic 
group being young people, as seen in Figure 8. The trend of a large youth cohort is expected to 
continue for the next decade (Lam, 2006), which points to the need for policy to promote labour-
intensive work schemes, access to essential health services, including maternal health and 
education. In 2014, both nations suffered a massive Ebola epidemic, and youth were mobilized 
to be part of the solution to the epidemic, supporting the battered health system by conducting 





Population Pyramid Liberia and Sierra Leone 
Note These population pyramids were sourced at www.populationpyramid.net 
The everyday experience of many young people in Sierra Leone and Liberia is similar. 
Structural forces such as poverty, urbanization, environmental degradation, digitalization, and 
globalization impact the youth cohorts in these neighbouring countries in similar ways.  Only a 
tiny fraction enjoys the largesse of the state, and inequalities are growing. Of particular 
importance for this dissertation, the 'new wars' of Liberia and Sierra Leone heightened young 
people's visibility and mobility as a social cohort and actors in the national landscape, 
perpetrators and victims, citizens, and peacebuilders. The liberal peacebuilding model gave the 
growing youth cohort considerable rhetorical significance and sought to activate their agency as 






Sierra Leone, its War, and a Youth Crisis  
As noted above, the seeds of conflict were planted in Sierra Leone's origins as an 
independent settler state. Drawing on extensive consultations and scholarly research, the TRC 
report offers an etiology of the war, highlighting the failure in governance and government 
institutions (TRC, 2004). The plundering of state resources by the two main political parties 
drove decades of irresponsible governance. Many Sierra Leoneans became increasingly 
disgruntled with the government and its inability to do anything to change it. The 1991 
Revolutionary United Front's (RUF) entry into Sierra Leone from across the eastern border with 
Liberia signaled the beginning of a decade of social upheaval. Comprised of “a motley group of” 
young Sierra Leoneans, some Liberians, and Burkinabés, the RUF were welcomed (Abdullah, 
1998; Abdullah & Shepler, 2020, p. iv; Adebahi et al., 2004; Hoffman, 2011; Rashid, 2004; 
TRC, 2004).  
The master narrative of the Sierra Leonean conflict became one of youth crises. The 
origin of the youth crises narrative came in a publication entitled Fighting for the Rainforest: 
War, Youth & Resources, by Paul Richards, published in 1996.  Richards framed the war as an 
expression of unresolved tensions between landowners and marginalized rural youth, triggered 
by the collapsing patrimonial state. His thesis ran counter to the Post Cold-War thesis - the 
combined result of the global recession, a retreating state, and demographic pressures on scarce 
resources - which had become popular in policy and scholarly circles. Richards’ analysis 
emphasized the appeal of a social movement like the RUF, which promised liberation from the 
hegemony of political elites and elders, and the socio-economic impact on young people of 
shrinking patrimonialism (Richards, 1996, p. 36). This publication provoked a flurry of academic 




critical involvement, either as alienated intelligentsia, lumpenproletariat, or as fighters 
(Abdullah, 1998; Abdullah & Muana, 1998; Adebajo & Rashid, 2004; Rashid, 2004). 
Valorizing youth agency in this way, the youth crisis narrative found traction in 
contemporary discourses about the global war on terror and the securitization of development. 
Bolstered by the youth bulge theory, it developed along two dimensions. Firstly, the 
interpretation broadened from its origins of rural youth, homogenizing youth experience,  
whether lumpenproletariat, college students, and fighters, while emphasizing the cohort's size as 
its most prominent feature. Secondly, youth grievances about governance, particularly 
gerontocratic rule, and their socio-economic conditions were reinterpreted as widespread 
frustration due to lack of employment (Abdullah, 1998; Peters, 2011; Rashid, 2004).   
As part of its state-building mandate, the liberal peacebuilding agenda gave rise to the 
first youth policy formulation. The 2003 youth policy resulted in the formation of a newly 
minted Ministry dedicated to youth and sports and the creation of a national network of district 
youth councils. However, these councils became highly politicized, reflecting national politics at 
the district and regional levels. A coordinating structure for youth employment was established 
in 2009 called the National Youth Commission (NYC), but the youth policy revised in 2012 was 
never ratified. The NYC designated the coordinating unit for all youth issues in government, was 
under-resourced and not well integrated into government mechanisms, and thus a concern with 
youth was never mainstreamed (Lawrence, 2014).  Embedded in the logic of fear of youth 
violence, Sierra Leone’s youth policy aimed at youth governance. Social policy was secondary to 
economic policy. What social services it offered were provided by transnational actors, including 




environment for these external actors. For the latter, the preferred solution was education and 
training, which placed the onus on individuals to equip themselves for employment.  
  The post-conflict agenda's policy initiatives identified youth employment as a key 
objective to provide stability. However, the post-conflict macroeconomic reform meant that 
employment opportunities in the public sector shrank, and the PRSP focused on dealing with 
Sierra Leone's debt, not job creation. To the extent that it sought to stimulate employment,  
Sierra Leone focused on creating jobs in the agriculture sector. However, it failed due to the 
small-scale subsistence nature, lack of access to credit, poor roads, and lack of market 
infrastructure. More broadly, the persistence of historical power structures of a gerontocratic rule 
in the rural communities linked to urban elites pointed to continued dependency on nepotism and 
clientelism in the economy (Cubitt, 2011). Many youth who migrated to the cities during the war 
did not return to the countryside (World Bank, 2010).    
As patrimonialism and corruption became more entrenched, youth have become cynical 
about the "post-conflict norm" of NGO-led skills training initiatives and interventions that 
promote self-employment as "artificial or 'illiberal' job-creation (Cubitt, 2011, p. 10). The post-
colonial war, which catalyzed young people's emancipation in a gerontocratic society and framed 
youth as an object of policymaking around peacebuilding, failed to link their welfare to the 
country's economic growth.   
Freetown Bricoleurs  
In Freetown, like Monrovia, there is a visible and lively informal economic activity, 
providing bricolage opportunities in a sizeable and dynamic marketplace. The stories of young 
people's bricolage in Freetown illuminate the workscape dimensions. Overall, 36 people were in 




institutions.  Twenty-seven were young people who participated in two focus groups, 
supplemented by six long interviews, which were guided by the narrative of the youth 
respondents' everyday activities. In focus groups, the participants shared insights into how they 
managed their work practice and described their workscapes as the platform for their bricolage. 
Interviews with the Freetown bricoleurs brought to the fore common elements in their 
bricolage. Locating the resources 'at hand' is both an ongoing process and a starting point for 
bricolage. It includes examining the family, the surrounding community, peer or mentor-type 
activities, possible school sites, or other available public places. Assessing environmental 
contingencies is a process using tactical, strategic, and management skills. Once those resources 
have been identified, the bricoleurs assess the opportunities and challenges,  locating clients and 
customers, and understanding their possibilities.  
The elements of bricolage align with those identified in the Liberian interviews. These are 
1)  physical resources; 2) social resources; 3) improvisation; 4) human capital utilization; 
including skills, knowledge, competencies; and 5) clients or customers. Table 9 details the 
physical and social resources deployed, and the percentage of needs met by their bricolage.  The 
Freetown bricoleurs had a similar fraction of needs met by their work as their Liberian 
counterparts.  
Table 9: 













Contractor Mobile phone 













Supportive husband bought 








A mentor with networks  
A good reputation and 








Natural skill at music, a 
family member with access 





Fixes motorcycles and 
friends lend the motorcycle 
he fixes – effectively to pay 
him for his work 
50% 
 
Physical Resources  
Like the Liberian bricoleurs, Sierra Leonean respondents reported that mobile phones are 
essential to enable their bricolage. They figure in every story as a vital tool for social networking, 
which enables them to find where work might be located, talk to potential and actual customers, 
and build their networks. They also recognize that communication and collaboration skills are 
critical for good networking, a central part of their work assets. A viable social network enabled 
by a mobile phone can bring money-earning possibilities in a part-time job, access to material 





Like their Liberian counterparts, young people in Freetown mentioned family and 
community as an essential resource for their bricolage. In assessing environmental contingencies, 
the family is most available as a socially embedded resource. Assets can be mobilized through 
such family connections. Family members understood in the broadest interpretation of kinship - a 
brother, an uncle, a sister, or friends or mentors in the community, or an experienced or trade 
person - play a central role in identifying an opportunity, loaning an asset, skill transfer, and 
confidence-building. The respondents suggested that these socially embedded resources, 
identified in Table 9, combined with personal skills of grit, determination, and creativity, are 
essential for the transformation or co-creation of materiality to earn a living.  
“Hassan’s”55 experience provides an example of how socially embedded resources are 
transformed into a workstream, one which paid him and other young men from his 
neighbourhood and enabled him to advance his life ambitions. Hassan explained how his 
prowess at football helped him create his current work and establish himself as a contractor.  
Being a contractor meant he was the head of a labour group of young men hired into the 
construction industry. He was the lead organizer and initiator of the group servicing an adjacent 
neighbourhood, a residential construction zone.   
The young men in Hassan’s community had created a football league where regular 
games were played in the community and with other neighbourhoods. Hassan was a popular 
player, and his prowess as a footballer enabled him to develop leadership skills and gain 
authority over his peer group.  He used this ability to gather young men and made contacts in the 
 




nearby construction sites.  He contracted labour groups for the construction business daily or 
weekly, managing many young people and their work.  Hassan negotiated prices, mobilized his 
group members, organized, delegated work, paid his group members, problem-solved, 
supervised labour hours, and managed conflict. He ensured they showed up every day in the 
numbers expected and that everyone got duly paid. With authority willingly bestowed on him by 
the group, he found he could control and organize them. His enterprise grew, as did the number 
of young people working for him. 
Hassan has mobilized his abilities developed through his social and sports engagements 
and transformed these capabilities into work by drawing on activities in his neighborhood – co-
creation as it were, as it required his peers' agreement. He possessed adequate literacy and 
numeracy skills to do calculations and record-keeping for the labour group, although he had 
dropped out of school in junior secondary due to lack of funds. He understood the power of the 
social network in his community and mobilized this into a resource. He learned how to assert 
authority and apply his skills, including his self-discipline, to work for himself and his team of 
young men using his strategic and mentoring skills. Even though his formal educational 
qualifications are few, Hassan relies on his 21st-century skills - communication, collaboration, 
critical thinking, and creativity. From his successful experience, Hassan has created a plan to 
further his ambitions.   
21st Skills and Human Capital 
Like their Liberian counterparts, the Sierra Leonean bricoleurs believe they possess 21st-
century skills, pointing to how they use these skills in their everyday entrepreneurship. They 
reported that self-discipline was a differentiator between "serious' bricoleurs and 'unserious' 




meant a commitment has to be meaningful, behaviour has to be acceptable, and managing 
oneself was vital. Self-discipline made a person reliable and was vital to developing one’s 
reputation.  A credible reputation is an asset that can translate into materiality in bricolage 
schemes. To have a reputation as a reliable person means people might call when they had work 
that needed to be done or when they needed a helping hand. One way to build a reputation is 
through associational life. Whether a religious affiliation or community-based or welfare 
orientated, associational life was an important source for building and extending reputation 
through networking and was considered an investment in bricolage.  Collaboration and 
communication are also considered essential skills to build a reputation and extend social 
networks where opportunities can be found.  Like a mobile phone, communication and 
collaboration skills are an asset in bricolage.   
Bricolage highlights the skills and competencies young people bring to create their work 
and demonstrates how combining and co-creating social resources can transform into physical 
materiality. Hassan's workscape has little that would be counted in the formal labour market 
metrics except as unskilled labour for the construction industry. However, Hassan showed his 
capabilities and skills in negotiating, organizing, financial, and personnel management, and all of 
these are skills that he plans to develop to realize his ambitions.  However, without his secondary 
school diploma, he is considered by Sierra Leonean educational institutions as unskilled as the 
manual labour he organizes.  
Another young man, "Bockarie,"56 had been a refugee in Guinea during the war years.  To 
pass the time in Guinea, Bockarie had developed a relationship with a mechanic who fixed car 
 





engines. Bockarie had always loved to fix things, beginning at a young age by tinkering with his 
family's radio. From the age of 10, family members used to bring their transistor radios to him 
when they needed fixing. When Bockarie returned to Freetown from Guinea, he began hanging 
around the Okada parks and helping other mechanics with engines they were fixing. His  
mechanical abilities were developed by tinkering with radios and four years of mentoring with 
the Guinean mechanic.  Now he made himself useful to these mechanics and learned the basics - 
how to change oil, clean out a filter, grease, and fix broken chains - and he could soon problem-
solve his way around a motorcycle.  
Bockarie explained how, through this association at the Okada parks, he developed 
relationships by fixing people's motorcycles. Then he learned how to ride a motorcycle by 
offering to fix motorcycles in exchange for time to ride the motorcycle as a taxi and eventually 
became an Okada taxi driver. . He was paid, not in cash, but with access time to a motorcycle, 
mainly at night when the police were not on the roads as he did not have a license to drive a 
motorcycle. Bockarie was able to save enough money to get his driver's license. His customers 
would lend their motorcycle to him for an hour, during which time he made some 'fast cash,' 
effectively paying himself. Getting his driver's license allowed him to move up the chain, 
eventually becoming a full-time Okada driver, which was more lucrative than a mechanic. 
Access to 'fast cash' meant that he could save for and  purchase tools. He planned to manage a 
fleet of motorcycles in the future. Acquiring the mechanical skills and the driving experience 
further enabled him to build this business vision.     
Bockarie’s and Hassan’s narratives nicely illustrate how young people's bricolage is 
contoured by local neighbourhood locations as sites of possible work opportunities, leveraging 




resources can be combined and transformed into a material reality that can bring opportunity and 
income. Hassan created something tangible and material out of his football prowess with his 
leadership skills enabling him to transform his popularity into organizing young men and making 
a living as a contractor.  Bockarie transformed his skill with machines into a more sophisticated 
application of his skills. Their incomes may be precarious or insufficient. Nevertheless, both 
Hassan and Bockarie display skills and capacities in their bricolage strategies, transforming 
opportunity into material reality to support themselves.  Other elements deemed necessary to 
bricolage identified through the interviews include workarounds, passion, and mentoring.   
Associational Life 
Associational life is where peer networks develop, where bricoleurs and young people 
find protection in daily work and encounter ideas.  Like the Bike Riders Association (BRA),  
whose members share a similar occupation, young Christian associations, or other religious 
affiliated groups, social clubs and gangs provide social opportunities for young people. The 
Sierra Leone Labour Congress reports organizing union-like groups in the informal economy for 
market women, petty traders, and bike riders. These associational groups are a step towards 
"making the informal formal" and reportedly a step toward improving informal economy 
workers' work conditions because of the group's ability to negotiate with the government or 
municipal authorities. The intention was to have an informal economy council at the national 
level.  
The Bike Riders Association, which, like its counterpart in Liberia, has a national 
membership with elected leadership, is one such group that the Labour Congress counts as a 
success. It is the largest organized group of young people, and its membership is mainly male. 




costs and payment plans through negotiations with government representatives.  The BRA in 
Liberia does not seem to be engaged at that level and had many issues with the government 
banning them from main roads due to security reasons.  
Preparing for the future in West Africa, where the vast informal economy is gaining 
notice as an engine of growth and the youth cohort is an inimitable part of this engine, it is 
critical to understand how young people find a regular work practice in their informal urban 
ecosystems. Rarely is the informal economy understood as a system where ideas, information, 
and knowledge function as commodities or its vitality harnessed into policy frameworks. For 
young people, informal economies are the site of their work, where structure and agency 
combine. Recognizing the physical and social resources young people use, the skills and 
capacities to create their bricolage are key to formulating policy that will enhance their life 
changes and productivity for the nation.   As a social phenomenon, work is universal yet is 
contingent on the local environment. It provides intrinsic rewards, gives meaning to life through 
a sense of gratification, builds social membership, provides a set of daily tasks, defines a 
workplace, amongst other tangible and intangible benefits.  
 
Chapter 7:  Preparing for the Future and the Practice of Work 
Sub-Saharan Africa’s vast informal economy is gaining notice as a growth engine and is 
integral to the region's economic future. For the expanding population of young people, informal 
economies are typically the site of their self-employment. The youth cohort is an inimitable part 
of this growth engine, as are ICTs, and as the informal economy persists and expands, young 
peoples’ relationship with the informal economy has become increasingly prominent. 




to their future and to the youth employment and unemployment issues on sub-Saharan Africa’s 
development agenda. As a social phenomenon, work is universal yet is contingent on the local 
environment. Besides the economic rewards needed to sustain a living, work also provides 
intrinsic rewards, gives meaning to life through a sense of gratification, builds social 
membership, provides a set of daily tasks, and defines a workplace, amongst other tangible and 
intangible benefits.  
Reinforced by the liberal peacebuilding model's legacy, neoliberalism intensifies the 
disconnect between policymakers, development practitioners, and young bricoleurs in Liberia 
and Sierra Leone. The Liberian and Sierra Leonean economy are organized around policies 
designed to maximize their contribution of raw materials from their natural resource wealth to 
the global economy. These policy regimes perpetrate jobless growth in the Liberian and Sierra 
Leonean economy and illuminate the precarity and insecurity of work in the informal economy.  
The dominance of a neoliberal cognitive framework has meant that the informal economy is 
rarely understood as a system where ideas, information, and knowledge function as commodities. 
Thought on the informal economy is evolving. However, the neoliberal analytical framework's 
mainstay is as an economy of low productivity and inefficient processes where poor outcomes 
are reaped by those excluded from the formal labour market (Meagher, 1995, 2018; Sukarieh & 
Tannock, 2018; Williams, 2014). As a result, policies established under the liberal peacebuilding 
model could not harness the informal economy's vitality and excluded young people from the 
formal economy. In post-conflict countries like Liberia and Sierra Leone, the confluence of 
neoliberalism and the artefacts of conflict solidify the state's priority for young people as their 




This concluding chapter returns to the central questions the research explores about young 
peoples’ bricolage and youthed economies in the informal urban ecosystem.  The two core 
research questions focus on global connections that young people leverage in their work practice 
and the skills and competencies some young people use in their work. These two vantage points 
privilege an actor-centred perspective, an asset-based approach in a thriving sector of the 
economy, rather than a residual one. It also focuses on the transformation taking place in urban 
informal economies such as Monrovia and Freetown as ICTs and digital tools are coopted into 
young people’s work practice. Across sub-Saharan Africa, policymakers and development 
practitioners are grappling with the complexities of youth unemployment, underemployment, and 
self-employment (Sumberg et al., 2020). The neoliberal solution of a singular trajectory through 
education and training into entrepreneurship offers a narrow pathway to success that is poorly 
aligned with this growing demographic's needs, the expanding informal urban ecosystem's 
logics, and is insufficiently nuanced or contextualized to the complexity of the informal economy 
or to youth’s social world where work takes place. Discussions about young people and 
employment have been largely performative rather than substantive (Sallah, 2016), which is a 
source of dissonance for young people. 
Bricolage is a social and creative process that young people use for their self-employment 
strategies and has valuable success metrics. Understanding bricolage and how young people 
move into a stable work practice, deploy their skills and competencies, and bear the risk and 
uncertainty of informal work has implications for development practitioners and state actors.  
Formal sector jobs and informal employment are often presented in an either/or proposition and 
obscuring participants’ agency. Bricolage as a strategy of self-employment has the possibility to 




where industrialization is unlikely to occur, and informalization is growing, understanding 
possible pathways into stable employment, as well as skill deployment and acquisition in the 
process, is critical to ensure that policy, government allocations, and development practice can 
maximise opportunities for young people and support the vital conjuncture of entering the labour 
market.  
The first section of this chapter identifies the global connections and disconnections 
proliferating around African youth and their employment. Global connections and flows provide 
an entry point to animate youth self-employment, with alternative pathways into work. The 
second section lends insights into how knowledge and socially embedded resources can combine 
into materiality that supports young peoples’ livelihoods. The third section suggests that a six 
year transition into a stable work practice can be supported by a fine-grained understanding of 
their self-employment.  Using a theoretical grounding which draws on concepts more aligned 
with youth’s work practice helps to identify ways to reduce the risks shouldered by young 
people, manage the impact of stressors on their lives, and locate policy choices to support 
increased positive outcomes. The fourth section details this research's contribution to the 
Africanist youth episteme and identifies some gaps to be met by future research. In the 
concluding remarks, I argue that naming a phenomenon is key to making it visible for study. 
Bricolage as a strategy of self-employment highlights important aspects of youth agency and 
how it interacts with structure. As a category of employment, self-employment is ambiguous57 
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and reveals little as it privileges the employment relationship as the basis for labour regulation. 
This chapter concludes with a section on the implications of this research for policy. 
Global Connections and Dissonance 
Global connections in this research are understood here in their broadest sense to 
comprise some of the ICTs and technologies (hard like mobile telephony and soft  like 
neoliberalism and its policies), local flows (being a beneficiary of development practice and an 
object in the neoliberal agenda), and global flows (ICT, global trade, inclusion) - and some 
merchandise, which have tangible or material impacts on the work practice of young self-
employed Liberians and Sierra Leoneans. These global connections bring a focus to the 
transformation taking place in urban informal economies such as Monrovia and Freetown as 
digital tools are coopted into young people’s work practice. Global connections like 
neoliberalism and the global capitalist project shape the policy environment, and global flows 
impact on young people positioning them as consumers and homo economicus in the global 
capitalist project, as beneficiaries of development and as rights bearers. These global connections 
impact and interact, contour, and energize informal economic ecosystems where young people 
are enacting bricolage. 
ICTs, as a global connector, has introduced computerization and digitalization generating 
new spaces and services for young people’s work. The digital and information revolution are 
enabling a variety of economic spaces such as digital, mobile, and creative economies in urban 
economies.  Digital technologies and increasing adoption of mobile phones are leading to more 
efficiencies, as well as financial services and telecommunication company products being 
targeted to poor women and youth consumers.  In the urban areas, youthed economies in the 




part, self-identified and self-motivated. Digital skills and other competencies young people use in 
these local economies are mainly learned-by-doing or transferred from peers and mentors.  
As digital technologies become more central to every day life, governments and the 
telecommunication industry have agreed that closing the digital divide is a priority.  Since 2016, 
digital infrastructure has improved with more investment in 3G and 4G networks.  The digital 
divide affects many urban communities where high cost of access and dearth of infrastructure 
make internet cafés (a retail location) as a single and shared central access point for connection. 
These locales become mini commercial hubs generating economic activities. Increasingly 
financial services and consumer products from telecommunication companies are geared to those 
excluded from financial services or increasing mobile phone usage.  The mobile operators have 
products supporting poor customers to buy smartphones in weekly or daily installments, and 
access digital skills courses via their phones (GSMA, 2020, p. 31).  However, high transaction 
costs and other key factors continue to bar women and youth as their expressed needs and 
obstacles are not factored into strategy and product development (ACET, 2020, p. 9)   
Bricolage, as a socially embedded action, has benefitted from the information and digital 
revolution. ICTs have transformed the way individuals communicate and enabled them to get the 
most from the least through networked communications. Mobile phones constitute a vital asset 
for bricoleurs because social networks are a core bricolage resource. Nurturing networks is 
essential for realizing business growth. Mobile phones have enabled bricolage just as 
digitalization has enabled the creative economy's opening and the commercial production of 
many more cultural goods. The young people in this research sample noted the changes in ICT as 
the most significant impact of globalization. It has differentiated their lives from those of their 




around the world. Access to information and social relations are principal resources for 
bricolage; thus, the ability to connect is vital to a bricoleur's inventive process. Communication 
skills have become essential skills; cell phones and communication apps like WhatsApp are vital 
tools for bricoleurs to expand their contacts and friend networks.   
Urban areas are sites of global connections, where the government is located, services are 
provided, and areas of growth with more economic activities than rural areas. Young people see 
cities and urban areas as places where jobs are located58, and where there are better opportunities 
for a prosperous life. In the urban environments, an ecosystem of economic activities in the 
informal economy energized by young people and tapping into global connections is developing. 
Young people’s flexibility and mobilities –  to move around neighbourhoods, suburbs, markets, 
and city centres - animate bricolage and underpin the youthed economies where bricoleurs 
connect customers to markets and make urban areas more livable.  
Neoliberalism and the policy framework it underpins have extraordinary power to shape 
the self-employment workscape, driving both development practice and youth employment's 
research agenda in two ways. Neoliberalism drives marketization and policy support for the 
private sector and entrepreneurialism. Its post-conflict artefacts provide the discursive framing of 
a youth crisis narrative, emphasizing their alienation and linking youth to violence and stability. 
Youth unemployment and security are central issues to international donors and NGOs' agenda 
in Liberia and Sierra Leone. This is reflected in governance reform agendas with donors and 
governments attempting to address the structural causes of youth alienation and conflict. In doing 
so, the focus and investment have been on the governance and development of public institutions 
 
58 In Sierra Leone, the 100,000 formal sector jobs are located in the countries’ cities and not in rural areas. 




to improve their efficiency, accountability, and transparency (Fanthorpe & Maconachie, 2010).  
In recent years, the World Bank has promoted private sector development which has been widely 
adopted in sub-Saharan Africa (Sumberg et al., 2020, p. 436).   
African government are at the forefront of policy and supply-side market dynamics to 
build more inclusive economies. A 2020 report by the African Center for Economic 
Transformation (ACET) notes this is a result of a “combination of novel policy reforms, 
innovative private sector partnerships and business models, as well as double-digit growth in 
mobile phone ownership” (p. 2).  Public policy initiatives are accelerating access to financial 
services and policy makers and development practitioners are seeking to understand how to use 
product innovation in the banking sector to support youth’s entrepreneurship opportunities 
(ACET, 2020). The growth of financial services with a specific aim in development practice for 
the economically marginalized focuses on young people and their entrepreneurship 
opportunities.  
Young people are asserting control over their narrative in a variety of ways. Practically, 
every young person has a mobile phone in hand but that does not mean it is functioning. Costs of 
transactions and electricity supply are two factors contributing to their non-functioning. As 
digitalization becomes more central to every day life, to be seen without a phone means not 
being connected or modern.  Mobile phones generally thought to be for individual ownership can 
be owned centrally by a family or group and used by individuals as needed. Young people 
control their narrative by coopting IO and development terminology and assigning their meaning 




(Berents & McEvoy-Levy, 2018). Being unemployed coexists with being self-employed.59 Being 
unemployed, as defined by youth in this sample, refers to their situation of working joblessness. 
Embracing the label  ‘unemployed’ demonstrates the desire to have a job and participate in the 
modern society through being educated. ‘Youth’ is another IO terminology used extensively in 
international development to embrace an age category of 18 – 35 years. To the sample 
respondents, youth means not having regular income and an inability to plan their lives. It means 
dependency and permission for youthful behaviours related to responsibilities inculcated in 
social norms.  Not having to display adult behaviour allows space for flexibility and permits 
differences from constraints of social norms about adults.  
The essentializing narrative around youth demonstrates the power of the discourse where 
policymakers and practitioners adopt and code the tropes about youth (mainly males) into 
expressions of prejudice, which have little conceptual value but become a social truth through 
their repetition. A senior official in the National Youth Commission reported that "young people 
are not contributing to development because as informal workers, they pay no taxes.  Without 
jobs,” he said, “they are a burden." His blinkered view of modes of contributing to development 
derives from the same well-established set of economic and demographic arguments about the 
danger of the burgeoning youth population and the tropes about idle young men coopted into 
violence, which are an artefact of war. The same NYC senior officer narrated how the Ministry 
of Youth rented a building in Makeni for a regional office, which was owned by a bike rider, 
 
59 Employment is the legal basis for labour regulation; self-employment reveals little about young people's work 
practice. Self-employment is an unfavourable category in the taxonomy of work used by IOs and adopted by 
national systems. It is most often characterized by work with low wages and limited social protection. Its ubiquity is 




"just a bike rider," he said with a tone of disbelief!60  The attitude toward ex-combatants (which 
encompasses many male youth) is also an artefact in the post-conflict workscape. Youth are seen 
as agents of disorder and non-ideal citizens, and the notion that an agent of disorder could 
organize to own a building does not fit into the trope of idle young troublemakers.  
These disconnections between the dominant cognitive narrative and youth's practical 
realities have resulted in failed labour market programs to help young people gain employment 
(Burchell et al., 2015, Williams, 2015). They have also resulted in a situation where self-
employed young Liberians and Sierra Leoneans do not feel supported or valued in their 
productive bricolage, which has led to increased frustration. Young people feel the 
disconnections as part of their emergent realities and express these in various ways, particularly 
in music (Shepler, 2010). Even as financial services market their products to young people as 
customers,  young people are excluded by a variety of factors including the transaction costs 
(ACET, 2020). Even as they provide much-needed services, they feel unvalued and adrift. It is 
their ingenuity, peers, and family that anchor their self-confidence and efficacy.   
Young people in Monrovia and Freetown are not oblivious to the global turn to youth, the 
movement of employment as their main priority, and their positioning to be "standard-bearers of 
a brave new market" as entrepreneurs (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2008, p. 307). This global turn to 
youth is, however, experienced as dissonance. Dissonance is a feeling created by the lack of 
harmony between their discursive life and daily living realities. The rhetoric about their age 
group, the group's size, and their role are not aligned with the policy framework about youth, 
 
60 Bike riders have symbolic links to ex-combatants since it was the benefits from the DDR program that were 




which is focused on their regulation and objectifies young people and is oblivious to their 
productivity or social value. 
Youth are encouraged to increase their employability, and yet there are no jobs. They are 
encouraged to access financial services, but the transaction cost is too high (ACET, 2020). Social 
cues highlight the risks and dangers around young men as a group, and joblessness and 
assumptions of idleness define their personhood (Munive, 2010). They are rarely idle because 
they cannot afford to be. The dissonance is embedded in the situation of working joblessness 
where the skills they wrest a living from are insufficiently recognized by society and where 
acquiring an education is not valued intrinsically but rather for its purported extrinsic value (i.e., 
to be an educated person). Neoliberalism  created the conditions for their marginalization, 
promoting entrepreneurialism while failing to recognize their bricolage. Education and training 
constitute a leitmotif of neoliberalism, which assumes a narrow channel to becoming a successful 
adult, one that does not deliver on its promise for most youth (Sumberg et al., 2020).  
Bolten (2020) argues that youth is a phenomenon of embodied globalization in "an 
entanglement of materials and discourse" (p. 11), and, I would add, an entanglement of 
disconnections and connections. The resulting dissonance is like a cacophony of confusing 
signals and social cues that youth receive from their interactions.  These confusing signals come 
from youth policy, from the media and social media, from the state's rhetoric, from the capitalist 
market system at both global and national levels and from community and families.  Dissonance 
is manifested in the quandary of working joblessness and youth’s experience of non-work, being 
non-adults, and non-children and in some cases non-consumers. They are successful or skillful 
bricoleurs but labelled unskilled or unemployed. Young people feel that they are making 




recognized. One respondent cynically noted that the widespread hostile rhetoric about youth, 
linking young men to violence and their 'dangerous' characterization, is a fundraising technique 
by governments anxious to keep donors at the table and ODA flowing into the country.  Along 
with this deep cynicism, dissonance promotes a lingering sense of youth crises.   
Value Creators: Self-Employment and Bricolage  
A simplistic understanding of the self-employed or bricoleurs as 'necessity entrepreneurs'  
or survivalists does not do justice to the skills, motivations, and energy that young people use in 
their bricolage. The term survivalist implies being pushed into self-employment by combining 
poverty and lack of employment and suggests that agency and structure cannot be 
complementary (Langevang et al., 2012). The positive attitudes, the pride, and passion which the 
young people in my sample spoke about their bricolage activities, and their confidence in their 
21st-century skills, belies a purely survivalist motivation. Even if structural factors typically 
impinge on their bricolage as evidenced by the insufficient income they accrue, the respondents 
suggested that fewer resources at hand meant they had to be more creative, innovative, and think 
outside the box. The paucity of physical or material resources was a driver of workarounds or 
innovations. Their definition of a successful bricoleur was one who had a plan. A plan is about 
growth and ambition; not two elements are usually associated with mere survival. Resource 
scarcity is both a condition of a bricoleur’s work practice and part of their business strategy as it 
forces the bricoleur to make the most of the resources at hand in a workscape that is precarious 
and insecure. Every opportunity to use assets and build social and economic capital means that 
equipment and skills cannot be idle. Multiple strands of work ensure social capital and assets are 
continually being used, and business adapts to the available resources or market niche rather than 




find new areas of possibilities. Discipline is the most valued learned skill as it develops the 
endurance needed to survive deprivation and adversity. It allows maximum impact from minimal 
resources.   
Bricolage has social institutions, social networks and relations, as well as different metrics 
of success and growth than entrepreneurship.  It acts along four dimensions: 1) the socio-
economic context; 2) social networks;, 3) family, and 4) life pathways. Entrepreneurship 
assumes profit maximization, self-interest, and opportunistic and individualistic behaviour 
(Bruton et al., 2008). An excessive focus on entrepreneurs' behaviour and economic goals 
decenters social and cultural, and relational aspects which are critical for the bricoleurs. 
Conventional entrepreneurship theories have an enterprise or organizational form at their centre 
with rules of exchanges, property rights, and formal institutions (courts, commercial banks).  
Bricolage mediates the complementary and interacting forces of structure and agency.  It 
foregrounds young people’s skills and embeds their value creation of products and services in 
both a resource-scare environment and social relationships rather than individualism, 
organizational forms and economic goals. Bricolage is about tweaking and tinkering and 
imagining other uses for resources instead of the strict application of a standard method.  It  uses 
the principles of recombining of resources for new purposes, whereas a standard process applies 
the right resources to a diagnosed situation hence the purposive resource development such as in 
a results based management process. 
 Contemporary discursive framing points to entrepreneurship as a route to sustainable 
development (UNCTAD, 2018), bricolage as low-status activities, and young people's self-
employment as survivalism (Gough et al., 2016) or small scale entrepreneurship (Langevang et 




Innovation defined as crossing traditional boundaries and thinking outside the box requires 
adaptation, flexibility, strengths, and is a highly valued element. In the so-called developed 
world, Visscher et al. (2018) note that bricoleurs are an aspirational elite and that the skills they 
use are the "prerogative of the elite, some companies mobilize management structures to 
maximize these kinds of skills (p. 369).   In Liberia and Sierra Leone, however, they are seen as 
the opposite and bricolage skills are the imperative of those on the bottom of the social pyramid.   
Entrepreneurship is valorized as a possible solution to sustainable development challenges 
(UNCTAD, 2018). National governments and international development agencies are 
prioritizing young people and their access to economic opportunities. The contemporary focus is 
on self-employment and entrepreneurship within the informal sector as a route into remunerative 
work.  Self-employment is often conflated with entrepreneurship in the scholarly literature, 
development practice, and in state and IO rhetoric. However, self-employment is different from 
entrepreneurship in terms of motivating and contextual factors and organizational form. A self-
employed person is producing goods and services into the market.  Entrepreneurship is most 
often accompanied by small and medium enterprise as the organizational platform.  Bricolage 
like self-employment and entrepreneurship produces goods and services for the market. In 
bricolage, accumulating resources is a nonlinear and uncodified process that identifies whatever 
is at hand for use. It depends on the imagination, and creatively combines resources at hand 
mainly from socially embedded sources. It is a contingent process, unlike a standard method of 
accumulation, which is more results based. The uncodified process of bricolage contrasts with 
the scientifically-trained rational problem-solving approach that uses standard methods and 




Young people in the sample felt proud of their bricolage, expressing their self-efficacy by 
using skills and exercising their judgment. It was apparent they derived satisfaction from the 
narration and gratification from their bricolage. They chronicled the discoveries of their 
capacities, demonstrated how they used them to create workarounds and mitigate risk, and 
presented their considerable achievements. They believe they have 21st-Century skills. They 
recognize the precarity and insecurity of their workscape and deploy innovative thinking to 
mitigate that risk. They mobilize their knowledge, ideas, information, and other social resources, 
enacting their skills and parlaying them into value add products and services for sale.  An 
embedded hierarchy of priorities mirroring the hierarchy of discourse reflects neoliberalism’s 
narrow economic principles.  It equates the formal economy with stable employment and 
education and training as a public good. In contrast, the informal economy is equated with a need 
for skills, instability, and uncertainty. Entrepreneurship as a process of mobilizing resources and 
creating business ventures, with the possibility of generating employment and wealth is valued 
over social enterprise or social entrepreneurship or small scale entrepreneurship which works in 
locales where markets are poor.   
Young people display resilience and resourceful tactics as they are continually assess the 
contingencies in their environment and make strategic decisions to generate a wealth in prospects 
from which they extract their livelihood.  These powerful hierarchies of neoliberal discourse and 
their attendant rhetoric shape governance discourses in Sierra Leone and Liberia and are 
embedded in young people’s workscapes. They ground young people's expectations and 
trajectories and generate a dissonance underpinned by the power of the discourse, lack of access 




Vital Conjunctures and Self-Employment 
Liberia's situation regarding young people and self-employment has hardly changed since 
the 2015 and 2016 fieldwork. There has, however, been more attention to the condition of 
working joblessness of young people and its consequences. For instance, a 2016 World Bank 
study found that an annual income of USD 1,486 will support a family of four, but only 13 
percent of young people are earning at that level (World Bank, 2016). This statistic aligns with 
the estimated percentages of revenue needs satisfied by work that the youth respondents 
indicated, where only 18 percent of the group said 75 percent of their needs were covered 
(Figure 2). About 46.8 percent of young people 15-35 years have not obtained stable 
employment. According to a 2013 survey on labour market transitions, of those employed, 83.8 
percent are in what they consider "satisfactory self-employment or temporary employment" (de 
Mel, Elder, & Vansteenkiste, 2013). For youth who have transitioned into the workforce but not 
directly into stable or satisfactory work, the transition takes an average of 69 months, almost six 
years. So, what happens in those years?  
 Establishing a stable work practice takes place over an extended period of vital 
conjunctures. How does this interact with the critical moments in a young person's life, such as 
the onset of puberty, ending of school, or becoming pregnant?  Patterns of life stages are 
imagined in a sequence of education, employment, and reproduction, but how the trifecta of 
intergenerational poverty, milestones such as marriage or parenting, leaving school, and a lack of 
employment interact and affect young people’s future is not well known. Honwana’s (2014) 
research focused on the transition period from school to work, demonstrating the multiple, 
fragmented transitions of sub-Saharan youth and not the imagined linear, unidirectional school to 




making moments that can affect a life trajectory, including pathologies of health, psychosocial 
and work outcomes for young people. The risk and uncertainty of the extended period of 
establishing a stable work practice will have a long term impact through the decisions young 
people make now. More research is needed to understand this interaction and support better 
outcomes for young people in the short term and the long term in development practice.  
Workscapes in Sierra Leone, like those in Liberia, are contoured with artefacts of 
colonialism, war, and ideologies.  Post-conflict artefacts generated by neoliberal policy frames 
have structural manifestations that perceive survivalist entrepreneurship like subsistence farming 
meaning poor growth prospects, poverty-oriented, and a privileging of the economic in 
entrepreneurship. Youth policy and structures as an artefact of the liberal peacebuilding model 
embed youth as a negative or deficit-oriented object unconnected to macroeconomic policy or 
the mainstream.  For development programs to provide support to assist young people in 
optimizing their options, managing uncertainty, and building confidence to navigate the 
changing circumstances, it has to recognize the skills they are using in their bricolage and has to 
build from their experience and access to skills and capacities deemed valuable to grow their 
bricolage capabilities.  Development actions need to recognize young people’s transition period 
and how  youth can be supported adequately.   
Contribution of my Research 
My contribution to the scholarship of the Africanist youth episteme is derived from an 
empirical investigation of the work practice of a group of young people, more men than women, 
in Liberia's and Sierra Leone’s urban informal economy. Global connections adopted in their 
work define the group boundaries, which presents a viewpoint examining some services, cultural 




viewpoint, I sought to understand the nuance of their response vis à vis their work practice to 
digitalization and computerization on the one hand and the dominant cognitive framework of 
neoliberalism and particularly its influence in a state's post-conflict policy development, on the 
other.  In Liberia's urban economy, global connections are advancing a fundamental social 
transformation as urban Monrovia and urban Freetown become emerging transnational societies. 
Digital connections are becoming part of every day life. Global connections create new 
development pathways for young people with mobile phones, the Internet, and computerized 
equipment in the digital, mobile, and creative economy and using these to make work contributes 
to making growing urban areas more liveable in Liberia and Sierra Leone.  Further research to 
understand how productivity of bricoleurs can improved using digital tools and how 
digitalization is impacting on development pathways will benefit young people.   
Embedding the decent work goal into the Sustainable Development Goals in the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development promises improved labour market outcomes for young 
people across the globe. In the past two decades, an upsurge of policy and public interest in 
youth employment and the so-called youth employment crises in countries across sub-Saharan 
Africa brought increased attention to African youth. This is linked to the discourses on the youth 
bulge and securing a demographic dividend. Much of the attention in the public discourses has 
been on youth themselves, their movement into the workforce and the supply side issues of a 
skills gap. Employability and entrepreneurship training and programs that promote financial 
services to youth have been key policy framings. The programs resulting from these policy 
initiatives have been less than successful. The enabling environment for young people’s 
bricolage as a perspective stemming from this research adds insight into how young people 




social protections for bricoleurs and the broader enabling environment for their work and for 
development practitioners, how to support youth’s work adequately. More broadly, it raises a 
larger question of what could a decent work economy look like in the context of expanding 
informality and informalization, and urban informal economies?  This requires further research.  
This contribution to the debate on African youth and their work practice offers material to 
the interdisciplinary topic of youth self-employment and youth entrepreneurship. Youth work 
practice as a domain of knowledge crosscuts scholarly disciplines. Scholarly work on African 
youth work’s practice is most likely to be found in the ethnographic literature examining the 
everyday of young people's lives (Bolton, 2020; Esson 2013; Hoffman, 2011; Menzel, 2011; 
Gough and Langevang, 2010). Entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial behaviour are well 
represented in academic journals although they are more focused on the developed world (Di 
Domenico et al., 2010). However, bricolage as a less rational or more intuitive approach to 
entrepreneurship is becoming more visible both as an entrepreneurship theory and as part of 
social entrepreneurship.  
Bricolage and social entrepreneurship share a focus on resource scarcity (Baker et al., 
2005). Social entrepreneurship is “a significant domain of inquiry,” particularly in areas or 
markets “deemed unprofitable by the private sector and neglected by the state” (Di Domenico et 
al., 2010, p. 681). Bricolage as a theory of entrepreneurship is only just beginning to advance 
into the Africanist youth episteme. The enabling environment for youth entrepreneurship has 
mainly been vested in a political economy approach (Enria, 2018; Meagher, 2012; Sukarieh & 
Tannock, 2018) focused broadly on poverty, youth as an object on the neoliberal agenda and a 
rescripting of the informal economy. A more holistic and youth centric approach to enabling 




written about in youth studies and is mainly located in Anglo-American studies (Lerner et al., 
2005).  It is beginning to take hold in the development literature about African youth (USAID, 
2020) and promotes neoliberalism (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018).  
In Liberia's urban economy, global connections are advancing a fundamental social 
transformation as urban Monrovia and urban Freetown become  emerging transnational societies. 
How is this impacting on the social worlds of young people who are the first adopters of these 
new technologies? The social world of young people is essential to the phenomenon of youth's 
work practice.  Bricolage has been used to explain a wide range of phenomena in different 
domains and for diverse levels of analysis (Fisher 2012).  In this dissertation, bricolage analyzes 
individual behaviour in support of “less rational entrepreneurial behaviour” and provides a 
socially-embedded perspective on young people’s work.  The research embeds a constructivist 
approach as knowledge is created by the young people who are bricoleurs. The description of 
their work practice highlights its socially embedded nature, the social construction of youth, and 
accounts for the structural terrain as the workscape where work happens. The convergence of 
vital conjunctures of an extended entry into the labour market, young people’s socially 
embedded work practice and global connection points to the enabling environment. This 
enabling environment has to encompass the physical, social, psychological, political, and 
economic aspects that could generate better outcomes for young people applying their bricolage 
and energies to create work for themselves.  
Knowledge creation is a political and ideological process. In education and training or 
school curriculum, it is those that control political and economic resources that impose their 
ideas, opinions, thoughts, and ideologies on those considered subordinates. Youth as a social 




and decision-makers.  The post conflict environment has heighted youth’s subordination to 
neoliberal policies. My research provides an alternative conceptualization of youth self-
employment and entrepreneurship by deploying four analytical concepts that reflect young 
people's dynamism, the social context of resource scarcity, working joblessness, and acquired 
skills.  As a theory of entrepreneurship to understand young people's work in informal urban 
economies, bricolage is a skilled process, and its socially embedded nature highlights the 
intersection with the enabling environment through the concept of workscapes.  Twenty-first-
century skills are productive skills young people use in their bricolage, and vital conjunctures 
suggest that entering the labour force is a long drawn out event that normalizes risk and 
uncertainty. The case study results bring a broad focus on the enabling environment that 
aggregates the multi-dimensional space where young people make work as emotional, 
psychological, physical, economic, political, and social. The enabling environment reflects and 
refracts societal changes brought on by global forces.  Using workscapes to frame this, highlights 
youth-defined assets and agency and how access services and opportunities could strengthen 
young people's ability to avoid risks, to stay safe and secure.   
This dissertation points to the post-conflict artefacts embedded in IO and state discourses 
that have ill-served Liberian and Sierra Leonean youth.  These artefacts, the trope of youth as 
troublemakers linked to the securitization of the development agenda and the state-centric 
agenda promoted by the liberal peacebuilding model, converged and resulted in short-sighted 
youth policy focused on youth governance and an on-going essentializing youth narrative that is 
felt as dissonance in young people's lives. The post-conflict artefacts have led to the situation 




needed to equip Liberia's youth to lead productive working lives.61 This has prolonged the youth 
crisis narrative and profoundly affected the enabling environment for youth development.  
Further research into the gendered nature of bricolage and how socially constructed 
femininities and masculinities interact and impact to inhibit or facilitate youth’s work practice 
including iterative learning and creative processes which constitute work would enrich studies 
around youth’s work practice.  More research into how young people adopt and adapt ICTs to 
enable their work practice and the benefits or otherwise to productive outcomes would assist 
understanding how to garner more development impact. In this business model of bricolage 
which is an accumulation of wealth in prospects how does financialization impact on 
opportunities? Finally, further research into the forms of education and skill training that would 
provide the greatest payoffs to young people across different economic landscapes would be 
beneficial for development programming.  
Throughout this dissertation, I have sought to enrich the concept of bricolage, which, as a 
nascent entrepreneurship theory relating to African youth, offers an actor-centered approach that 
highlights young people's existing skillset, their innovation, and how they use resource-scare 
environments. It enables a tangible connection between skill development and skill utilization by 
and for young people. Ensuring access to skills that prepare young people for their bricolage 
(including twenty-first-century skills, digital skills, literacy and numeracy, financial literacy, 
planning skills, amongst others) may strengthen their ability to create better and different 
 
61 Liberia’s TVET system has to be central to workforce development for young people and the informal economy. 
The TVET system could be at the heart of this infrastructure, but it is fragmented and lacks a national institutional 
accreditation system offering credible and standardized TVET curricula. It is not united under any line ministry, 
lacks policy coordination, and has varying levels of interest from different governments, departments, and ministries 
(World Bank, 2016). Since 2010 when the TVET system was first assessed in the post-war era, there has been little 





outcomes. A more broadly constructed logic of skills identifying the informal as a knowledge-
intensive type of economy rather than the narrow framing of a survivalist economy could benefit 
the skill acquisition and skill development programming, contributing to preparing young people 
for entrepreneurship. 
This dissertation demonstrates how young people navigate the boundaries imposed by 
ideologies, artefacts of the war, policy frameworks, and in a resource-scare environment. The 
accumulation of wealth in prospects as a business model is measured in different metrics than 
entrepreneurship. Their tactics of flexibility include young people's mobilities and highlight not 
only how they move around the urban ecosystem linking customers to market segments, but how 
they navigate traditional binaries deeply embedded in policy such as illegal/legal, 
formal/informal, skilled/unskilled, employed/unemployed, and the like. Their workscapes 
provide a broad structural terrain contingent on resources they can mobilize. It shows how young 
people are producers, and value makers, creating strategies developing their skills both 
intentionally and materially to exploit opportunities and mobilize social resources for access to 
assets, family or community relationships, contingent experiences, co-creating and combining 
them to make a living.   
Summary and Policy Implications 
Entrepreneurship is often characterized by push and pull factors labelling as necessity 
driven or opportunity-driven entrepreneurs speaking to people's willingness to be in that space or 
not. It is often conceptualized in an organizational form that can be seen and regulated by the 
state. Bricolage reimagines the engagement with the private sector, defines its success metrics, 
and uses resource limitations as a catalyst.  Education and work are the pathways for war-




(Brownell, 2014). Young people's stories of struggle, navigating as economic agents across 
normative binaries, show how young people have configured their workscapes with broad 
boundaries, open options, and a futures outlook. Their stories were the clue to the intermeshing 
of the physical and social realities and how young people's work practices are embedded in both 
obvious and unexpected ways within the shifts in local and global forces marking this century.  
The politics of the every day is useful in this dissertation as it raises the profile of and 
brings emphasis to agency and lived reality of young people including the micro practices of 
their work. It brings notice to the condition of how power has been applied previously (historical, 
social, economic, cultural, and political) and reverses the traditional top-down perspective bring 
focus to a bottom-up process. This refocusing has increased attention on the informal activity of 
groups outside institutionalised politics. It is a space where, as Miller (2020) elaborates “the 
everyday-ness is about mundane, embodied, emergent character of everyday practice; the fluid, 
organic and creative tactics individuals deploy to get along within complex socio-cultural 
milieux” (p. 2).  It brings attention to the practices of young people’s work as self-ordering and 
alternative ideas of their agency and action.    
The market failure of the labour exchange and its shifting relationship to the educational 
system has to be reset with the contemporary realities of the 21st-century workplace and the 
economies' changing nature. The job gap is widening – more young graduates are ready for 
work, and the formal sector is not providing jobs – and will continue to widen. The reality is that 
there are fewer jobs and more applicants. However, policymakers and development practitioners' 
responses can change to better accommodate and respond to youth self-employment's multiple 
and complex realities. The 21st century introduces the next economic structural shift, where the 




What will this look like in Liberia and Sierra Leone?  A positive feedback loop of engaging 
young people to support their bricolage could bring multiple positive development effects with 
the right enabling environment. 
To increase employment, IOs, states and development practitioners have been promoting 
private sector development strategies. Specifically, two approaches have been used 1) 
formalizing informal business as a strategy to increase SMEs who provide opportunities for 
employment and 2) business environment reform, which promotes deregulation of the labour 
market. Both show little evidence of any success in their objectives of increased opportunities for 
employment and decent work (Sumberg et al., 2020, p. 436). Education and training for 
entrepreneurship and private sector development policies have also failed to realize gains of 
young people as job creators. Increasing research and policy attention has been paid to youth 
employment and the focus has turned to self-employment and small-scale entrepreneurship 
within the informal sector as the route to remunerative work. In the past decade, financial 
inclusion is a key addition to the private sector development strategies enabling financial 
services to support entrepreneurship and youth enterprise development and underpins policy and 
development interventions meant to address the youth employment challenge in Africa (Flynn & 
Sumberg, 2018).   
The addition of financial inclusion and access to financial services turns the question for 
development practitioners and policymakers from an instrumentalist perspective of how to make 
an entrepreneur through entrepreneurship training to a more critical perspective. This critical 
perspective begins to look at how to support successful bricolage and bringing attention to the 
enabling environment. Providing an alternative viewpoint grounded in the description of how 




young people's value add and deficits or obstacles. Young urban Liberians and Sierra Leoneans 
have been poorly served by neoliberalism and the liberal peacebuilding model, which has largely 
failed to improve the enabling environment for their bricolage.  
Youth policy and youth employment policy is insufficient to provide an institutional 
framework for young people’s working lives' practical realities. It has generated mutual 
suspicion between the youth cohort and governments. Macro policy has not mainstreamed youth 
policy or labour intensive approaches, nor has it factored in the informal sector's vibrancy. A 
rescripting of the youth narrative has to establish an institutional framework to harness the skills 
and capacities that bricoleurs are enacting, the workscape where they enact their work, and value 
self-employment. The effective policies have to move past regulation of young people to erect 
scaffolding that will enable bricolage and provide the enabling environment for bricoleurs. It 
means that new social protections will have to be developed to support young people to establish 
a stable livelihood. It has to recognize bricolage as a socio-economic and skilled endeavour and 
the important contributions of young people’s associational life. The effective policy framework 
has to engage with digital skills and the 21st-century reality of informal urban youthed 
economies, the socially embedded nature of their work, the lack of access to digital finance 
youth experience as well as the structural factors such as the demographic trends, urbanization, 
and the realities and effects of a resource exporting economy in its workforce development.  It 
has to be integrated across macro policy and see into the future to build a more equitable 
economy that addresses work as a social institution and not one that is focused solely on GDP. 
Youthed economies in the urban informal sector result from urbanization. Countries like 
Liberia and Sierra Leone have urbanized through resource export, which creates no jobs and has 




differs from urbanization which results from industrialization. Growth is a result of income per 
capita changes, resulting in more workers in non-tradeable sectors. Increasing informalization of 
the economies in urban areas will entail increases in sectors such as personal services, 
government work, and local retail, transportation, construction, education, and health (Gollin et 
al., 2016).  How does the workforce development strategy in Liberia and Sierra Leone reflect this 
future trend?  How can productivity in urban informal economies be enhanced through 
increasing digitization and emerging opportunities?  Governments perceive technology and 
innovation as critical pathways to achieving financial inclusion of women and youth, and as an 
imperative for successful entrepreneurship.  However, high transaction costs, high cost of 
ownership of mobile devises, lack of assets for collateral,  barriers to obtaining formal 
identification, stringent account opening requirements that need formal identification papers and 
mass marketing that fails to consider their needs means that negative stereotypes about financial 
ability and discipline of youth are perpetuated.  
Preparing for the future requires insights into the effects of urbanization on the labour 
market. Informal economies are booming; they have contributed to the process of urbanization 
by providing available job opportunities to rural-to-urban migrants and alleviating urban 
unemployment and poverty. To increase access to jobs in the formal sector requires a long term 
strategy to build infrastructure, increase FDI and focus on labour-intensive sectors.  In the 
meantime, new types of social protection measures will be needed to support those who cannot 
work or who’s work is not sufficiently remunerative. Digitalization offers different opportunities 
for the delivery of social protection measures such as conditional cash transfers or basic income 
support.  These could be tangible features of support and could improve bricoleurs' outcomes if 




new income-generating opportunities for women and youth, so too other approaches such as 
green growth, or intentionally using technology to leapfrog and increase efficiency may offer 
opportunities to address increasing informalization and youthed economies.  
The situation for young people and their work practice warrants a reimagining of critical 
policy related to urbanization, workforce development, youth policy, education policy, and 
issues in addressing the 21st-century needs for economic engagement.  It must factor in the role 
of ICTs in the expanding informal economies, major structural trends such as urbanization and 
environmental degradation, and re-imagining the informal economy with its burgeoning 
knowledge, ideas, and innovation.  It must link to digitalization as a powerful change force for 
young people. The central tenet is that it has to be explicit about the inclusion of young people 
and the informal economy in any strategy development, a deeper understanding of the complex 
enabling environment, and adopting a social justice perspective.  Skill development and 
acquisition have to be accessible to young people and build 21st-century forms most appropriate 
to their ongoing work so they will be valued.62  
There are several reasons why all this matters. Primarily because the youth cohort in sub-
Saharan Africa will be expanding for the foreseeable future, and many pathways to work will be 
needed to engage young people productively. Rising unemployment in sub-Saharan Africa 
disproportionately affects young people. Reducing youth employment to a two-sided problem 
(supply and demand) solved by education and training omits, among other aspects, the 
 
62 Liberia is building an ICT policy under the Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Post and 
Telecommunications. In the strategy around education, ICT is mentioned to be included during secondary and 
tertiary levels. [3] To ensure that self-employed young people in the informal economy have access, Nielsen's 
(2011) framework offers a perspective to build a digital literacy strategy for self-employed youth, namely 1. 
economic divide 2. Usability divide and 3. the empowerment divide. A strategy to provide access that is linked to 





complexity of youth's social worlds. Neoliberal entrepreneurship (with access to financial 
services) has not and will not lift Liberia out of poverty.  
The phenomenon of informal urban youthed economies in the context of globalization 
from a young person's perspective has not been widely studied. This case study research on 
youthed economies in urban settings uses analytics drawn from various areas of study that 
recognizes young people's dynamism and the complexity of their social worlds.  An approach to 
support young people who are entering the marketplace with their bricolage to establish a stable 
work practice, may evolve into entrepreneurs of the sort that can build SMEs and provide jobs 
and bring social value to their community. Young people working hard with the right policy 
prescriptions for a supportive enabling environment, efficient programming, positive feedback 
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Appendix 1:  Interviewing tools  
In this appendix are the tools used in the field work including  
• Key Stakeholder Interview template – this was changed according to the office holder 
that was interviewed.   There are two templates included here.  
• Business / Employer interview template  
• Educational Institute stakeholder interview template 
• Youth respondent interview guide 
• Focus Group Discussion template 
 
1. Key Stakeholder Interviews 
Key Stakeholder list   
 Who Why Questionnaire Guide 
1 NGO / Service types  
 SFCG youth-oriented conflict programming IO/NGO/policy questions 
 Don Boscoe Youth skill development YPD/SKD questions 
 
Liberian Agency for Youth 
Empowerment Youth and poverty YPD/SKD questions 
 FLY 
Youth-oriented programming and 
skill development YPD/NGO policy questions 
 YMCA 
Youth-oriented programming and 
skill development YPD/NGO questions 
 
Young Professionals in 
Liberia 
Youth-oriented programming and 
skill development YPD/NGO questions 
2 Government   
 Ministry of Youth 
How was policy developed? How is it 
working? IO/NGO/policy questions 
 
Ministry of Labour and/or  
Ministry of Planning and/or 
Ministry of Trade 
How has policy in ministry integrated 
youth policy and youth engagement?  IO/NGO/Policy questions 
3 Employers (Formal)  
 
Hotels/Tourism (2) (1) 
Restaurant Hiring youth and youth as employees private sector/employer questions 
 Shop keeper type Hiring youth and youth as employees private sector/ employer questions 
 City Park Hiring youth and youth as employees private sector/ employer questions 
 
Liberty Equip Driving 
Academy Hiring youth and youth as employees private sector/ employer questions 
 
Lib Net Electrical and 
Electronics Computer 
Services Hiring youth and youth as employees private sector/ employer questions 
4.  Education Institutions 
 
Young Women Christian 









Salvation Army Vocational 
Institute  Youth skill development YPD/SKD questions 
 
Net Lib Vocational Training 
Centre Youth skill development YPD/SKD questions 
 
Vocational Institute in Congo 
Town Youth skill development YPD/SKD questions 
 
Basic Skills Training Institute
  Youth skill development YPD/SKD questions 
 
Billie Callie Computer school 
and Internet café  Youth skill development YPD/SKD questions 
 
Informed Consent 
Interviewer:  Thank you for being available to contribute to this research on youth and 
their work in the informal sector.  I have three sets of questions for you.  The first is on youth and 
how policy (s) are integrated across ministries to promote youth engagement and their 
engagement in the informal sector, looking at trends over the past few years.  The second section 
is to solicit more information about the informal sector of the economy that is dedicated to trade, 
and the third section is to look at the impacts of globalization on trade in Liberia.   
 
Key Stakeholder Interviews: Government / NGOs/Employers 
A.  YOUTH POLICY 
1. What prompted the development of a youth policy? 
2. What was the process that led to its formulation and adoption?  
3. Which organizations were assisting in the youth policy formulation process?  Did they 
provide technical assistance or funding for this work?  
4. How is youth policy integrated into macro-level policy frameworks, including labour market, 
employment policy, education policy, gender?  What are the apparent links?  What work has 
been done to align youth policy with other policy frameworks? 
5. What structures have the youth policy put in place?  Are these structures fully funded by the 
government? Are they functioning?  Are they effective? 
6. How successful has been the youth policy and structures that it put in place?  What is the 
evidence?  Has it been evaluated?  By whom? 
7. Does the youth policy have any skills development strategy? 
8. Any recommendations for the youth policy? 
 
B.  ECONOMY/INFORMALITY 
9. How is the integration of the global economy impacting on the informal economy in Liberia?  
What is changing, what is different, what is the same? 
10. Are there any signs of growing informality visible in the economy of Liberia? 
11. What types of new work or new forms of employment are emerging in Liberia?   
12. Is there any type of private sector strategy or policy for the informal economy in Liberia? 
13. How is expanding informality affecting young workers in the informal economy? 
14. What sector(s) in the informal economy is impacted by growing informality impacting 
(positive or negative)?  
15. Are successful outcomes possible in the informal economy?  
16. What skills /capacities are essential for successful outcomes in the informal economy?   




18. Are young people finding or making different kinds of work in the informal economy?  What 
might these be?  
19. Where are most young people getting their training for their work/jobs?  
20. Is there a relationship between working in the informal economy and citizenship? 
 
A. Key Stakeholder Interview – Government (Trade) 
Interviewer:  Thank you for being available to contribute to this research on youth and 
their work in the informal sector.  I have three sets of questions for you.  The first is on trade and 
the informal sector, looking at trends over the past few years.  The second section is to solicit 
more information about the informal sector of the economy that is dedicated to trade, and the 
third section is to look at the impacts of globalization on trade in Liberia.   
B. TRADE Policy 
1. What types of trade does the trade policy target?  (for example, commercial class, informal, 
trade in goods from China) 
2. What are the most important achievements your ministry has had in the past couple of years?  
3. What are the biggest challenges that your Ministry faces?  
4. How is trade policy integrated with labour policy and youth policy?  
5. Is the informal economy or sector included in the private sector strategies that your ministry 
might have?  
6. Is there active policy on how to improve trade in the informal sector?  How has it made a 
difference in the conditions of trade for people involved in informal commerce in Liberia?  
7. Are young people (age 15 – 35 years) involved in trade in a significant way that you know?  
8. Is there any attention to focus on youth who are working in trade in the informal sector from 
your ministry?  If yes, please tell me about it.  If no, why not?  
9. Does your Ministry take part in the structures set up by the youth policy?  Is your Ministry 
part of the operational plan for the youth policy?  
 
C.  INFORMAL ECONOMY AND TRADE 
10. How is the situation in Liberia with regards to trade changing?  What is changing, what is 
different, what is the same?  Are there new types of trade taking place?  
11. Are there signs of changes in the informal economy in Liberia?  (i.e., more traders using the 
banking sector, for example) 
12. The largest group of traders in the informal economy are petty traders.  Many of these are 
women.  Are there any programmes you know about to support their work and help them to 
have improved outcomes?  
13. What is the relationship between the Ministry of Trade and the petty traders’ associations?  
 
14. Is there any skill building going on in the trading sector for youth involved in informal trade 








17. Are there new opportunities or new challenges occurring in the Liberia economy because of 
globalization that you can see from your perspective?  
18. How is this impacting on the economy in Liberia and more specifically, on the informal 
economy in Liberia?  What is changing, what is different, what is the same? 
19. Are there any signs of growing informality visible in the economy of Liberia from your 
perspective? 
20. What opportunities do you see for youth and their work in the Liberia economy that need to 
be maximized?   
Please feel free to add any other comments, remarks.  Also, ask for additional contacts!  
3. Key Stakeholder Interview – Employers - Private Sector /Business Person 
 
No. Item Write appropriate answer Remarks 
1.  Type of business  
  
2. 
Number of permanent 
staff:     
  
3. 
Number of casual staff: 
  
4.  Benefits  □ Yes   □ No 
 
5. 
How is the business 
doing?   
Bad good  growing  
6.  
Number of years doing 
business  




Educational level of 
manager 
Unschooled 
Primary school graduate 




A. YOUTH, EMPLOYEES, AND SKILLS 
1. What percentage of your workforce are youth (15 – 35 years)?   < 25%    50%     >50%    
2. Are they on full-time (i.e., formal sector) job with benefits or on contract?    
3. Are there any benefits to hiring young people for your business?   Yes / No   What are they? 
4. What kind of challenges/opportunities does this size of a youthful workforce present to you 
in the private sector?  
5. What kind of skills do you look for when hiring young people?   
6. Many young people say that the only way to get a job is through connections, rather than by 
developing your skills.  Is this ……….     True       Partially True       False   




8. What skills do you see that young people lack that might improve their positive work 
experience?  
9. Where are most young people getting their skills they are using in their jobs?  
10. re there skill development programmes that you have seen as useful for your business.   
11. Are there any youth development programmes that you found useful?  
12. Is there a relationship between citizenship and employment?  (I.e., if a young person is 
working, does that have any impact on their relationship with the state? )  
B. ECONOMY/INFORMALITY 
13. How is global economy impacting on opportunities or challenges for the private sector in 
Liberia?  What is changing, what is different, what is the same? 
14. Are signs of growing informality visible in the economy or in the private sector (meaning less 
jobs in the formal sector and more informal work – contract work)? 
15. Do you see new types of work emerging in the economy?   
16. How does this affect the overall economy? 
17. Are successful outcomes possible in the private sector in Liberia? 
18. Do you have any recommendations for the labour policy that the Government of Liberia is 
implementing?  
19.  Do you have recommendations for young people and / or for the government about youth 
employment in Liberia?  
 





Item Circle appropriate 
answer 
Remarks 
1. Length of course(s) 
wks/mths/yrs  
2. Cost for entry:     □ Yes   □ No 
Affordable? 
3. Amount    
$$          per xxxx unit 
 
4.  
Entry Requirements □ Yes   □ No  
5. Managed by 











Incorporated internship? □ Yes   □ No  
 
2. What is the goal of youth employment programming (YEP) and/or skill development 
programming (SDP)? 
3. How are these programmes designed?  What are the main processes that were utilized to 
lead to the design of the programme?  How were decisions taken that informed the design 
process and the actual design?  
4. What kind of empirical evidence was gathered in the design phase off the YEP/SKD?  
5. How does the profile of relevant target groups (gender, age, interests, level of education) 
get integrated into SDP/YEP? Is this adopted as an existing model, or is it evidence-based 
on surveys or existing empirical information or otherwise? 
6. Does the SDP/YEP respond to the expressed needs and/or availability of the target 
group?  How do we know this?  
7. How do the programs choose participants? 
8. Does YEP/SDP recognize existing skills of youth participants?  How? 
9. Does YEP /SKD respond to labour market?  Was- any analysis used for design?  How? 
10. Does youth employment or skills development programmes respond to existing informal 
economy opportunities?  How do we know this?  
11. Does the YEP/SKD develop young people’s soft skills?   (communication, collaboration, 
creativity, critical analysis) 
12. Is there a value added component?  (such as life skills or something not directly 
employment / economic related) 
13. What kind of follow up is there on YEP or SDP?  Is there support for job finding in 
anyway? 
14. Is there any evaluation of how learners fare once they graduate?   
15. How is the evaluation information incorporated into the design of the programme?   
16. How is the programme funded?   
 
5. Youth Respondents 
Guidelines for an In-depth Semi-Structured interview (this became much shorter in 
the first applications because it took too long, and people lost interest) 
A. PERSONAL INFORMATION 
1. Gender:  Male □    Female  □              
2. Age:  □  16 – 25  □ 26 – 35 
3. Marital status:  □  cohabitating   □  single    □  divorced   □  widowed □  other 
4. Do you have children you are responsible for?    □  Yes  □  No          
5. Lives:   □ independently   □ with parents   □ with peers □ extended family □ other .   




6. Attended school formal school/Arabic school:     □  Yes    □   No   (underline 
relevant one)  □ Other ___________________________ please specify. 
i. If no to question 6, able to read and write a simple sentence in any 
language?    
ii. If yes to question 6,   level of school attained:    
iii. □  Primary graduate, □  secondary school graduate, □  tertiary graduate  □  
other  _________________ please specify 
7. Have you undertaken an apprenticeship?      □ Yes   □ No 
i. If yes to question 7, for how long?  ______ (yrs) 
ii. If no to question 7, why not? 
8. Have you ever received formal vocational training?   □ Yes   □ No 
i. If yes to question 8, in what subject did you receive training?  For how 
long?   
ii. If no to question 8, why not? 
9. Do you have a bank account?       □ Yes   □ No 
10. Do you use financial services (mobile money?)     □ Yes   □ No 
11. Do you own a mobile phone?       □ Yes   □ No 
i. If yes, is it a smart phone?    □ Yes   □ No 
12. Do you use the internet?      □ Yes   □ No 
13. What apps do you use regularly?   Viber  Whats app   BBM  Text  KIK  Instagram 
Snapchat  
Other _____ please specify. 
 
B.  NATURE OF WORK  
14. Describe the work you do.  [see the table below for guidance] 
 
A.Run or 
do any kind 








B. Do any 
































E. Do any work 
on your own (or 
your household’s) 
plot, farm, food 
garden, or help in 
growing farm 
produce for sale 
or in looking after 
animals intended 
for sale?  




































15. Do you receive any benefits in your work?  [social insurance, paid leave, vacation, health 
insurance, other?]   □ Yes   □ No 
16. Are there any rules to guide you in your work?  □ Yes   □ No    Where do those rules 
come from? Is there any regulation (government or otherwise) around the work that you 
do?   
17.  Are there taxes or membership fees to be paid?  □ Yes   □ No    To whom are they paid?  
18. What are your main sources of income?  (type of economic activities)  
19. How well does this work provide for your needs?   
20. What does success look like in your work?   
 
C. SKILLS DEVELOPMENT 
 
21. If participants has gone through formal education, how useful has your formal education 
been in your informal sector work? Give evidence (cognitive skills:  reading, writing etc.) 
22. What kinds of skills are you using in the work that you are doing?   
• Non-cognitive (learned through socialization) 
• Technical (learned at vocational or apprenticeship) 
• Cognitive (generally learned through educational process (school) 
23. What are the most important skills you need to succeed in your work?  
24. Where did you learn these skills?  Non-cognitive, technical, cognitive 
25. What kind of assets did you need to have for this kind of work or to be successful in this 
type of work?  Family networks, social networks, bank account/capital, technical 
capabilities? 
26.  What kind of capacities do you need to be successful in this work – (mobility, 
flexibility, access to mobile phone, access to credit, reading and writing, negotiating)  
27. What kind of new skills/capacities or assets are you gaining or learning in your work?  
• Non-cognitive (learned through socialization) 
• Technical (learned at vocational or apprenticeship) 
• Cognitive (generally learned through educational process (school) 
28. What skills or capacities do young people need to engage successfully in informal 
employment 
29. What do you learn these skills or how do you acquire these capacities? 
30. What are your aspirations for your work and your development?   
- Probing questions: 
o How do you want your work to evolve and grow?  (Do you want to hire people or 
set up in different places?) 
o What do you want to learn that would help your development?  
o Where do you see yourself succeeding? (entrepreneur? Etc.) 
31. What opportunities and challenges do you see in the economy?   
32. Is it possible for someone like you to be successful in the informal economy?  □ Yes   □ 
No (What does success look like? (metrics of success) ) 
33. Do you think that school is important to be successful in your work in the informal 




34. What do you think is the most important factor that leads to success in the informal 
economy work?   
 
D.  SKILL ASSESSMENT 
(if participant answered yes to question #8, meaning they have taken SKD or YEP, start 
with Q19.  If participant answered no to question #8, start with question #20) 
35. Have you taken part in a SKD or a YEP? (direct or indirect/in school or out of school?)  
□ Yes   □ No 
i. If no, why not? 
ii. If yes, was it useful?  How?  (concrete evidence of how use skills learned)  
36. What recommendations do you have for SKD or YEP?  How would these 
recommendations make it better for you?  
37. Ideally, what would you like to train on and how would you use this?  Is it available 
locally?   
38. How important are the following skills in your work.  Please circle the appropriate 
answer.     
39.  
Collaboration 
Very Important Important Not Important 
Communication Very Important Important Not Important 
Creativity Very Important Important Not Important 
Critical Analysis Very Important Important Not Important 
Social Skills  Very Important Important Not Important 
Technical skills Very Important Important Not Important 
Self-control & discipline Very Important Important Not Important 
 





Critical Analysis  
Social Skills  
Technical skills  
Self-control and discipline  
E. INFORMAL ECONOMY and YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF WORK 
41. How is globalization (meaning interconnected world, tools of internet, mobiles etc.) 
affecting your opportunities or challenges for work?   
42. What kind of changes have you noticed in the informal economy where young people are 
working (i.e new kinds of work, less kinds of traditional work, different allocation of 




43. Are there more/less opportunities than before and more/less challenges than before? (is it 
getting harder to make a living or easier to make a living?) (circle the more or the less) 
44. What kind of resources/skills/capacities are required to take advantage of these 
opportunities and/or to overcome the challenges?  
45. Are the kinds of skills you need to work in the informal economy any different than what 
was needed before?   
46. Is there something others can do to help overcome the challenges you are finding in your 
work?  Please specify. 
47. Is there something others can do to make more space for success? Please specify. 
48. Describe the environment where you work?   
 
Features of the 
environment 





Do you feel secure? 
  
Is there any violence? 
  
 
49. What kinds of risks or threats to your safety exist in your work environment?  How does 
this affect you?  
50. What forms of conflict exist in your work environment?  
51. How are these conflicts resolved?  (are there elders, leadership???)  
52. What area of work would you prefer to be engaged in?  Why? 
53. How did you choose the area you are working in?  
54. Are there more or less areas of work around you available to you?   
55. Does it make a difference if the area or sector of work is covered with government 
regulation?   
56. Are any of these types of work dangerous to you?  IF so, in what way? 
57. What areas in the informal economy does government regulation or oversight not cover? 
58. Is working in a part of the informal economy that does not have government oversight a 
cause for concern for you or your family or your community? If so, why? 
59. Are there security concerns around working in areas of the informal economy where 






6. Focus Group Discussions 
The Focus Group Discussions are frequently used as a qualitative approach to gain an in‐
depth understanding of social issues. The method aims to obtain data from a purposely 
selected group of individuals (male youth and female youth) rather than from a statistically 
representative sample of a broader population.  
These focus groups are held to clarify some terminology and how it is understood by 
these two groups of people – young men and young women.  
Topic 1:  Globalisation  
A to D are lead up questions to the first question about globalization to warm up the 
group and get them in the mood and so get people feeling free to talk – if someone has a 
smartphone and others don’t ask them what the smartphone allows them to do that another phone 
can’t do……internet – if they say they use it where, do they go to a cyber café, how much does it 
cost, etc.  When they say the apps they use, ask them why they use that particular one – so you 
are warming them up for the question about how the world is changing ….) 
a. Do you own a mobile phone?       □ Yes   □ No 
• If yes, is it a smartphone?    □ Yes   □ No 
b. What is the difference between a smartphone and an android?  
c. Do you use the internet?      □ Yes   □ No 
d. What apps do you use regularly?   Viber  Whats app   BBM  Texting  KIK  Instagram 
Snapchat  
e. What social media channels do you use – Twitter, Facebook?  
Other _____ please specify. 
 
Q?  Have you ever heard the word globalization?  Do you know what it means?  Can you 
describe it?  Can you describe some of the changes in the world that globalization has brought? 
List four or five.   
Q? How is globalization affecting your life?  Is it a good thing or a bad thing or you don’t 
know?  What opportunities does this present, and what challenges….  
 




Q? What is your understanding /what do you mean by/ or what are your expectations of  
Job or Work?  Is there a difference between the two?  
Q? How do you make money? How do you call that process? 
Q? So, with all these changes that are happening in the world, have you noticed any 
changes in the type of work that is available to you – or the ways in which you make money?  
What kind of changes have you noticed in the type of work that is available to you?    
Q? Are there more/less opportunities than before and more/less challenges than before? 
(is it getting harder to make a living or easier to make a living?) 
Topic 3:  Skills  
Q?  What are skills?  
Prompting questions for the discussion 
• How useful is your formal education/apprenticeship / vocational training in your area of 
work?  
• What kinds of skills are you using in your life or in your livelihood strategy (work, job)?   
Where did you learn those skills?  
• What are the most important skills you need to succeed? 
• What kind of new skills/capacities are you learning?  
• What are your aspirations or ambitions for your work and your development?  
• If you had the opportunity, what kind of skills would you want to learn?   
Q? How important are the following skills in your work/life.  Can you rank which one of 
these is the most important?  
Collaboration Very Important Important Not Important 
Communication Very Important Important Not Important 
Creativity Very Important Important Not Important 
Critical Analysis Very Important Important Not Important 
Social Skills  Very Important Important Not Important 
Technical skills Very Important Important Not Important 
Self-control and 
discipline 
Very Important Important Not Important 
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